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ABSTRA C T
Only a v e r y  l im ite d  am ount of l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  has had John  
G ow er's  C o n fe ss io  A m antis  a s  its  su b jec t  in the m o r e  than ha lf  
cen tu ry  s in c e  G eorge  C. M acau lay  p rodu ced  the d e f in it iv e  ed ition  
of th is  and the p o et 's  other w o rk s .  Of the few  s tu d ie s  that have b een  
w ritten ,  m o s t  have  b een  c o n cer n e d  with p a r t ic u la r ,  is o la te d  a s p e c t s  
of Goweir's m a n y -s id e d  E n g lish  p oem . In the op in ion  of s o m e  c r i t i c s  
th is  g e n e r a l  n e g le c t  has b een  d e s e r v e d .  The p r e s e n t  w r ite r  f e e l s  
o th e r w is e ,  but in ord er  to p ro v e  h is  point it has b een  n e c e s s a r y  for  
him  to b eg in  w ith an im portan t r e s e r v a t io n :  the C o n fe s s io  A m antis  
i s  a d m itted ly  an an ach orn ism ; for the m o s t  part it la c k s  th o se  u n iv e r ­
s a l  and t im e l e s s  e le m e n ts  that m ak e  C h a u ce r 's  w ork  s t i l l  s e e m  f r e s h  
and v ita l .  Yet it  is  in th is  d ir e c t io n  that m u ch  of the v a lu e  of the  
C o n fe ss io  A m antis  l i e s .  When we rea d  C haucer it i s  only  as an 
afterthought that we r e m e m b e r  that he w as " m ed iev a l.  " When we  
rea d  G ow er, it i s  the ce n tr a l  thing. His w ork  i s ,  in other w o rd s ,  
an in trod uction  to th o se  e le m e n ts  w hich  gave  the age  in w hich  he l iv e d  
i ts  unique c h a r a c te r .  A s such  as in trod uction , the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  
has no, p eer  in M iddle E n g lish  l i t e r a tu r e .  It is  a v e r i ta b le  com pend ium
of the id ea s  and id e a ls  that s e t  m e d ie v a l  England apart from  that  
R e n a is s a n c e  w hich C haucer in m an y  w ays  an tic ipated .
The author of the p r e s e n t  study has a ttem pted  to p r o v e  that, 
w ithin  the fr a m e w o r k  of its  own a g e ,  the C o n fe ss io  A m antis  is  quite  
as e x c e l le n t  a w ork  as  G ow er's  c o n te m p o r a r ie s  b e l ie v e d  it to be.
Its c o n tro l l in g  p u rp o se ,  w hich  is  to c o m b in e  en ter ta in m en t  and lo re ;  
i ts  s tr u c tu r e ,  w hich  is  c o m p le x  and s o m e t im e s  b ew ild er in g ;  its  
su b jec t  m a tte r ,  w hich  is  p r o d ig io u s ly  d iv e r s e  and often  d a t e d - - a l l  
t h e s e  d em en ts  c o n tr iv e  to m a k e  the p oem  a lie n  to the m o d ern  t e m p e r -  
m en t.  Yet to understand it and a p p r e c ia te  it is  to understand  and 
a p p r e c ia te  the w o r ld  in w hich  G o w e r - -a n d  C h a u c e r - - l iv e d .
In the p r e s e n t  study, v a r io u s  a s p e c t s  of the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  
a r e  d ea lt  w ith in s e p a r a te  ch a p ters;  its  e th ica l  content,  i t s  d id actic  
p u rp o se ,  i ts  s tr u c tu r e ,  its  r e p r e se n ta t io n  of rom an tic  lo v e ,  and 
i t s  n a r r a t iv e  and p o e t ic  te c h n iq u e s .  H o w ev er ,  none of t h e s e  su b ­
j e c t s  is  c o n s id e r e d  in', i s o la t io n .  The p r e s e n t  w r ite r  has b een  c o n ­
c e r n e d  to exp la in  the m ann er  in w hich  the v a r ie d  e le m e n ts  in the  
p oem  a r e  r e la te d  to each  other and to G o w er 's  a g e ,  and to  argu e  that, 
c o n tr a r y  to the u su a l c r i t ic a l  op in ion , they  form  a m a s te r fu l  and i m ­
p o s in g  d e s ig n .  T h e C p n fe s s io  A m a n tis  is  in fac t  a tru ly  m on u m en ta l  
w ork , p a rt ly  b e c a u s e  of its  c o n s id e r a b le  p oetic  q u a l i t ie s ,  and p artly  
b e c a u s e ,  a s  a m on u m en t, it  c o m m e m o r a te s ,  a v e r i ta b le  h o s t  of id e a s  
and id e a ls ,  s o m e  of them  beau tifu l and profound, w hich  have  v a n ish ed  
fro m  our w orld .
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INTRODUCTION
John G ow er has b een  so  o v ersh a d o w ed  by the reputation  of  
h is  g rea t  co n te m p o r a r y ,  C hau cer , that even  h is  n a m e ,  o u ts id e  the  
c i r c l e  of a s p e c ia l iz e d  group, has b een  v ir tu a l ly  unknown until quite  
r e c e n t ly .  T h is  w as  not a lw ays  the c a s e .  In h is  own t im e ,  and during  
the two c e n tu r ie s  that fo llo w ed ,  he  w as often  p a ired  with C haucer  
and m en tion ed  w ith an equal r e v e r e n c e - - a  fact  w hich  w il l  be c o n ­
s id e r e d  in d e ta il  a l i t t l e  la te r  on. T im e ,  of c o u r s e ,  is  th e  f in a l  
a rb iter  in t h e s e  m a t te r s ;  it  brook s no argu m en t e x c e p t  fro m  s t i l l  
m o r e  t im e .  H o w ev er ,  in that con n ection  it is  w orth  noting that  
G ow er's  s ta r ,  e c l ip s e d  for c e n tu r ie s ,  has acq u ired  a m o d e s t  sh in e  
of la te .  The in te l l ig e n t  but a lm o s t  in c id e n ta l  p r a i s e  that M acau lay  
gave  the p oet m o r e  than a ha lf cen tu ry  ago* h a s ,  in the la s t  d eca d e ,  
had its  c a r e fu l  ech o es ;  I h a v e  no g r e a te r  am bition  as  far as t h e s e  
p a g es  a r e  co n c e r n e d  than to add a l i t t l e  depth to th em .
The C o n fe s s io  A m a n t i s , G ow er's  one im p ortan t  E n g lish  w ork ,  
w il l  b e  the ce n te r  of th is  study. The r e a d er  w il l  do w e l l  to know b e ­
foreh an d  the p a r t icu la r  point of v ie w  from  w hich  the poem  w il l  be  
d ea lt  w ith. The argu m en t h e r e  is  that Gower ran ks a s  a m ajor  p oet in
2th e  h i s t o r y  o f  E n g l i s h  l i t e r a t u r e ,  a  f a c t  w h ic h  th e  m o d e r n  r e a d e r  
m a y  f in d  l e s s  th an  o b v io u s ,  and , f u r t h e r m o r e ,  that h e  i s  an e x ­
c l u s i v e l y  m e d ia e v a l  p o e t ,  a  f a c t  w h ic h  th e  r e a d e r  w i l l  r e a d i l y  c o n ­
c e d e .  T h e  p o in t  to  b e  m a d e  i s  th a t  G o w e r  ca n n o t  b e  r e a d  and  
u n d e r s to o d  u n l e s s  t h e s e  s t a t e m e n t s  a r e  ta k e n  in  c o n ju n c t io n .  H is  
w o r k  ca n n o t  b e  e x t r i c a t e d ,  a s  C h a u c e r ' s  c a n ,  f r o m  th e  w o r ld  in  
w h ic h  i t  w a s  c r e a t e d .  C h a u c e r  w a s  in f in i t e ly  th e  m o r e  u n i v e r s a l  o f  
th e  tw o  p o e t s .  In h i s  a b i l i t y  to  u s e  m u c h  th a t  i s  e n d u r in g  in  h u m a n  
e x p e r ie n c e  a s  h is  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  h e  s h a r e s  w ith  S h a k e s p e a r e  and  
o n e  o r  tw o  o t h e r s  th e  h i g h e s t  e m i n e n c e  o f  E n g l i s h  p o e t r y .  But  
g r a n t in g  G o w e r 's  p o s i t i o n  in  th e  s e c o n d  r a n g e ,  th e  p r e s e n t  s tu d y  
w i l l  n e v e r t h e l e s s  u r g e  that th e  lo n g  n e g l e c t  o f  h im  h a s  b e e n  due  
to  th e  e f f e c t  o f  t im e  m o r e  th an  to  h i s  o w n  p o e t ic  l i m i t a t i o n s .  T h e  
o n e  f a c t o r  d o e s  not  n e c e s s a r i l y  d o v e t a i l  w ith  th e  o t h e r .  C o n tr a r y  
to  th e  p o p u la r  p la t i tu d e ,  w e  a r e  not  th e  p r o d u c t s  o f  a l l  th a t  h a s  
g o n e  b e f o r e .  W e l o s e  m u c h  a lo n g  th e  w a y .  And a m o n g  th e  
th in g s  that a r e  l o s t  a r e  m a n y  o f  th e  v e r y  q u a l i t i e s  that s e e m e d - - 
that w e r e - - m o s t  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e ,  m o s t  d i s t i n c t i v e ,  m o s t  b e a u t i ­
fu l ,  t o  th e  p a r t ic u la r  c u l t u r e s  that p r o d u c e d  t h e m .  G o w e r 's  
a r t  h a s  b e e n  a m o n g  th e  c a s u a l t i e s }  t h e r e  h a v e  b e e n  o t h e r s - - 
S p e n s e r ' s ,  P o p e ' s ,  e v e n  W o r d s w o r t h ' s - - n o t  s o  f o r g o t t e n  a s  
G o w e r ' s  c h i e f l y  b e c a u s e  th e y  a r e  a l i t t l e  c l o s e r  to  us in  t im e .
It w i l l  n e v e r  b e  p o s s i b l e  fo r  th e  C o n f e s s io  A m a n t is  to  b e  r e a d ,  
a s  H a m le t  o r  th e  C a n te r b u r y  T a l e s  can  b e ,  b y  a s o p h o m o r e .  B u t  
fo r  t h o s e  w h o a r e  a t t r a c t e d  to  th e  M id d le  A g e s ,  n o t  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  
s e e m i n g l y  u n c h a n g in g  h u m a n  e le m e n t  that i s  c o m m o n  to a l l  t i m e s  
and p la c es ' ,  but b e c a u s e  of w h at  w a s  s p e c i a l  and u n ique  about th a t  
b y g o n e  t i m e - - f o r  t h o s e ,  G o w e r  i s  th e  m a n .  W hen w e  r e a d  C h a u c e r  
i t  i s  o n ly  a s  an  a f t e r - t h o u g h t  that w e  r e m in d  o u r s e l v e s  that h e  w a s  
" m e d ie v a l .  11 W hen w e  r e a d  G o w e r ,  it i s  th e  c e n t r a l  th in g .  T h e  
w o r ld  o f  th e  C o n f e s s io  A m a n t is  i s  a s  r e m o v e d  f r o m  ou r  e v e r y d a y  
e x p e r i e n c e  a s  th e  l o s t  A t la n t i s ;  th e  id e a s  that G o w e r  d e a l t  w ith ,  
th e  s t r u c t u r e  th a t  h e  c h o s e  fo r  h is  p o e m ,  th e  v e r y  m u s i c  o f  h i s  
l i n e s ,  s e e m  r e s p e c t i v e l y  q u a in t ,  u n w ie ld ly ,  and n a iv e  to  u s .
A s  a m a t t e r  o f  f a c t  t h e y  a r e  n on e  o f  t h e s e  t h in g s .  T h e y  a r e  s im p l y  
d i f f e r e n t  b e c a u s e  t h e y  no lo n g e r  e x i s t  in  our  ow n  t i m e ,  and o n ly  
b y  a  c o n s c i o u s  e f fo r t  on our  p a r t  can  th e y  b e  r e s u r r e c t e d .
M y  p u r p o s e ,  th e n ,  i s  to  m a k e  t h is  " c o n s c io u s  e f f o r t ,  " 
and , in  th e  p r o c e s s ,  to  p e r h a p s  p e r s u a d e  th e  s tu d e n t  o f  th e  
M id d le  A g e s  th a t  th e  C o n f e s s io  A m a n t is  i s  w o r th y  o f  h i s  a t t e n ­
t io n .  A n y o n e  w h o  w o u ld  u n d e r s ta n d  th e  m e d i e v a l  w o r ld ,  and  
p a r t i c u l a r ly  th e  w o r ld  o f  E n g la n d  in th e  f o u r te e n th  c e n tu r y ,  that  
i s ,  i t s  s p e c i a l  g e n iu s ,  m ig h t  do w e l l  to  r e c o n s i d e r  th e  i d e a s ,  
th e  a r c h i t e c t o n i c  d a r in g ,  th e  p o e t ic  g r a c e  and e a s e  w ith  w h ic h
4G o w e r  o n c e  c h a l le n g e d  and d e l ig h t e d  th e  m o s t  p e r c e p t i v e  and i n ­
t e l l i g e n t  p e o p le  o f  that lo n g  a g o  t im e .
FO O TN O TES
^The C o m p le te  W orks of John G o w er , ed. G eorge  C. 
M acau lay ,  II (Oxford, 1901), x - x x i .  H enceforth  d es ig n a ted  as  
W orks.
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IGOWJER: HIS L I F E  
John  G o w e r ' s  c h a r a c t e r  w i l l  n e v e r  e m e r g e  to  a n y  m e a n in g ­
fu l  e x te n t  f r o m  th e  d o c u m e n ts  th a t  a r e  n o w  a v a i la b l e  o r  f r o m  any  
that a r e  l i k e l y  to  b e  d i s c o v e r e d  in  th e  f u tu r e .  E v e n  th e  c o ld  f a c t s  
c o n c e r n in g  h is  l i f e  a r e  few ;  t h e y  l e a v e  us w ith  l i t t l e  in s ig h t  into  
th e  l i f e  o f  th e  m a n  and v i r t u a l l y  n o n e  a t  a l l  in to  th e  l i f e  o f  th e  p o e t .  
B u t, in s p i t e  o f  t h e s e  r e s e r v a t i o n s ,  th e  b a r e  and  u n f in is h e d  o u t ­
l in e  w h ic h  th e  l e g a l  r e c o r d s  p r o v id e ,  c o l o r e d ,  a s  i t  w e r e ,  by  th e  
c h a r a c t e r  o f  G o w e r ' s  l i t e r a r y  output, d o e s  s u g g e s t  a  m o r e  c o m ­
p le t e  s k e t c h  th an  w o u ld  a t  f i r s t  s e e m  p o s s i b l e .  T h e  c u r r e n t  r e ­
s e a r c h  o f  P r o f e s s o r  John F i s h e r  h a s  th r o w n  th e  o n ly  im p o r ta n t  
n e w  l ig h t  on t h is  s u b je c t  s i n c e  M a c a u la y  t r e a t e d  it  m o r e  than  
s i x t y  y e a r s  ag o .  *
Of G o w e r 's  e x a c t  b i r t h p la c e  o r  p a r e n t a g e  n o th in g  w h a te v e r  
i s  know n. F r o m  in te r n a l  e v i d e n c e - - p r i m a r i l y  th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  
p o e t  c o n s id e r e d  h i m s e l f  an  o ld  m a n  in  1390 , w h e n  h e  w a s  w r i t in g
th e  C o n f e s s io  A m a n t i s - - M a c a u l a y  i n f e r r e d  th a t  "he w a s  b o r n
2
about th e  y e a r  1330 , o r  p o s s i b l y  s o m e w h a t  l a t e r .  "< B u t on e  
c o u ld  p r o j e c t  h i s  b ir th  y e a r  up to  1340 w ith o u t  v io la t in g  th e
6
1
7m e d i e v a l  id e a  o f  th e  w o r d  "old . " A s  fo r  h is  o r i g i n s ,  John L e la n d ,  
in  h i s  s ix t e e n t h  c e n tu r y  C o m m e n t a r i i  had  s a id  th a t  G o w e r  c a m e  
f r o m  S t ite n h a n  in  Y o r k s h i r e ,  f r o m  w h ic h  a p r e s e n t - d a y  n o b le  
f a m i l y  o f  G o w e r s  d e r i v e s .  M a c a u la y ,^  in  h i s  w i s h  to  c o n f ir m  th a t  
th e  p o e t  c a m e  f r o m  K ent, h a s  p e r h a p s  d i s m i s s e d  L e la n d 's  a s s e r t i o n  
to o  c o m p le t e l y ,  a s  w e  s h a l l  s e e  in  a  m o m e n t ,  but at a n y  r a t e  th e  
K e n t is h  c o n n e c t io n ,  i f  not e x c l u s i v e  o f  a n y  o t h e r ,  i s  i t s e l f  b e y o n d  
r e a s o n a b l e  doubt. In 1349 , o n e  S ir  R o b e r t  G o w e r  o f  K en t, o w n e r  - 
b y - g r a n t  o f  th e  m a n o r  o f  K e n tw e l l ,  S u ffo lk ,  d ie d  and  l e f t  th is  
p r o p e r t y  and o t h e r s  to  h i s  tw o  d a u g h te r s ,  K a th e r in e  and Jo a n n a .  
John  G o w e r ' s  e x a c t  k in s h ip  to  t h i s  f a m i l y  i s  n o t  k n ow n , but a  
c o n n e c t io n  u n q u e s t io n a b ly  e x i s t e d .  F o r  o n e  th in g ,  th e  c o a t  of  
a r m s  on S ir  R o b e r t ' s  to m b  in B r a b o u r n e  C h u r ch ,  K en t,  a p p r o x ­
i m a t e s  th a t  o f  th e  p o e t ' s .  A l s o ,  th e  m a n o r  o f  K e n tw e l l  w a s  
e v e n tu a l ly  to  c o m e  in to  G o w e r ' s  p o s s e s s i o n  th r o u g h  a  b u s i n e s s  
t r a n s a c t io n  in v o lv in g  th e  J o a n n a  m e n t io n e d  a b o v e .  C o r r o b o r a t in g  
t h e s e  f a c t s ,  W e e v e r ,  in  h i s  s e v e n t e e n t h  c e n tu r y  A n c ie n t  F u n e r a l  
M o n u m e n ts  (p. 2 7 0 ) ,  s a y s  in  a r e f e r e n c e  to S ir  R o b e r t  th a t  it  
w a s  " from  t h i s  f a m i ly  Joh n  G o w e r  th e  p o e t  w a s  d e s c e n d e d .  " In 
a m o r e  g e n e r a l  w a y ,  e v id e n c e  o f  G o w e r 's  K e n t is h  o r ig i n s  i s  to  
b e  found in  th e  d i a l e c t  t r a c e s  in  th e  C o n f e s s io  A m a n t is  and in
th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  e x e c u t o r s  o f  h i s  w i l l  a r e  m e m b e r s  o f  K e n t i s h  
5f a m i l i e s .
T h e  fa c t  that G o w e r ' s  g e n e a lo g i c a l  t r e e  a l m o s t  c e r t a in ly  
h ad  i t s  r o o t s  in Y o r k s h ir e  a s  w e l l  a s  in  K ent i s  a  d i s c o v e r y  th a t  
h a s  o n ly  r e c e n t ly  c o m e  ab ou t,  th a n k s  to  th e  r e s e a r c h  o f  P r o f e s s o r  
F ish er .^ *  A s  n o te d ,  M a c a u la y ,  and b e f o r e  h im ,  T h y n n e ,  and th e n
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S ir  H a r r i s  N i c o la s  d e n ie d  L e la n d 's  a s s e r t i o n  o f  th e  Y o r k s h ir e  
c o n n e c t io n  on  th e  b a s i s  th a t  G o w e r 's  a r m s ,  and S ir  R o b e r t ' s ,  a s  
r e p r e s e n t e d  on th e ir  t o m b s ,  d i f f e r e d  a l t o g e t h e r  f r o m  th e  a r m s  o f  
th e  S t i t e n h a m  G o w e r s  o f  Y o r k s h i r e ,  th e  f a m i ly  w ith  w h ic h  L e la n d  
had  t e n t a t iv e ly  id e n t i f ie d  th e  p o e t .  P r o f e s s o r  F i s h e r ,  h o w e v e r ,  
h a s  n o te d  th e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  a n o th e r  f a m i l y  o f  G o w e r s  in  Y o r k s h i r e ,  
" m o r e  p r o m in e n t  in  th e  fo u r te e n t h  c e n tu r y  th an  th e  G o w e r s  o f  
S t i t e n h a m , w h o s e  a r m s  b e a r  a m u c h  c l o s e r  r e s e m b l a n c e  than  t h o s e
Q
of  th e  S t ite n h a m  G o w e r s  to  th e  a r m s  o f  th e  K e n t i s h  G o w e r s .  "
T h e  c o n n e c t io n  b e t w e e n  th e  p o e t  and t h is  f a m i ly ,  th e  L a n g b a r g h  
G o w e r s ,  i s  u p h eld  b y  fu r th e r  e v id e n c e ,  p a r t i c u l a r y  th e  c o n n e c t io n  
b e t w e e n  S ir  R o b e r t  G ow er  o f  K ent and th e  L a n g b a r g h  G o w e r s  
th r o u g h  t h e ir  m u tu a l  a s s o c i a t i o n  w ith  o th e r  f a m i l i e s .  It w ou ld  
a l s o  s e e m  that th e  Y o r k s h i r e  f a m i l y  w a s  th e  o ld e r  b r a n c h  o f  th e  
c la n ,  d a t in g  b a c k  to  at l e a s t  1170, and that th e  G o w e r s  w e r e  
e s t a b l i s h e d  in K ent on ly  in  1337 w h en  S ir  R o b e r t  c a m e  t h e r e  in  
th e  s e r v i c e  o f  th e  E a r l  o f  A th o l  and h i s  w i f e .  If and w h en  fu r th e r  
r e s e a r c h  d i s c l o s e s  th e  e x a c t  r e la t io n s h ip  o f  S ir  R o b e r t  G ow er  to
th e  p o e t ,  m u c h  fu r th e r  l ig h t  m a y  b e  c a s t  on  th e  l a t t e r ' s  b a c k g r o u n d ,
an d  at l e a s t  s o m e t h in g  o f  h i s  e a r ly  m i l i e u  m a y  b e  s u r m i s e d .  In
th e  m e a n t i m e ,  th e  p o e t ' s  youth  i s  a  b la n k  p a g e .  T hat h e  a c q u ir e d
a b r o a d  and f a i r l y  th o r o u g h  e d u c a t io n  i s  a p p a r e n t  f r o m  h i s  w o r k ,
but no s in g le  d o c u m e n t  h a s  b e e n  found to  t e l l  u s  o f  h i s  e a r ly
y e a r s .  W e know  th a t  in  J a n u a r y  1398, in  h is  o ld  a g e ,  h e  m a r r i e d
o n e  A g n e s  G ro u n d o lf  o f  S o u th w a rk ,  ^ but i t  i s  doubtfu l that th is  w a s
h i s  f i r s t  m a t r i m o n i a l  v e n t u r e .  In th e  M ir o u r  de  l ' O m m e , w h i l e
h e  i s  r e b u k in g  t h o s e  who t e l l  a  h u sb a n d  o f  h i s  w i f e ' s  m i s d e e d s ,
h e  m a k e s  th is  a s id e :
J e  d i pur m o y ,  l y  q u e l  q ' i l  s o i t ,
Qui de  m a  f e m m e  m a l  e n s e ig n e  
Me d i s t ,  quant j e  l a  t ie n s  c e i t e i n e .
(M i r . 8 7 9 4 - 8 7 9 6 )
A nd l a t e r  on , in d i s c u s s i n g  t h o s e  w i v e s  w h o d i s l i k e  p e o p le  b e c a u s e  
t h e ir  h u sb a n d s  a r e  fond  o f  t h e m ,  h e  t h r o w s  in  a c a u t io u s  a f t e r ­
thought:
N e  d i p a s  q ' e n s i  f a i t  l a  m o i e  
(M i r . 17649)
F r o m  in te r n a l  e v id e n c e  M a c a u la y  p r o p o s e d  th e  y e a r s  1376-1379  
fo r  th e  c o m p o s i t io n  o f  th e  w o r k ,  and s i n c e  t h e r e  i s  no r e a s o n  
to  doubt th e  s u b j e c t i v e  n o te  in  th e  l i n e s  a l r e a d y  q u oted , w e  m a y  
a s s u m e  th a t  h e  w a s  m a r r i e d  at th a t  t i m e .  H o w e v e r ,  i f  any  
c h i ld r e n  c a m e  f r o m  t h is  or  an y  o th e r  m a r r i a g e  h e  c o n t r a c t e d ,
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th e y  a p p a r e n t ly  d id  not s u r v iv e  h im ,  s i n c e  t h e r e  i s  no m e n t io n
o f  th e m  in  h i s  w i l l .  ^
S e v e r a l  l i k e n e s s e s  o f  G o w e r  e x i s t .  O ne i s  th e  e f f ig y  on
h is  to m b  in  St. S a v io u r ' s  C h u rch ,  n ow  c a l l e d  S o u th w a rk  C a th e d r a l ,
w h ic h  w a s  o r i g i n a l l y  p a r t  o f  th e  P r i o r y  o f  St. M a r y  O v e r y .  A t
p r e s e n t ,  th e  p o e t ' s  h e a d  " r e s t s  on  a p i l e  of t h r e e  f o l io  v o l u m e s
m a r k e d  w ith  th e  n a m e s  o f  h i s  t h r e e  p r in c ip a l  w o r k s ,  V o x
C l a m a n t i s , S p e c u lu m  M e d i t a n t i s , C o n f e s s io  A m a n t i s . He h a s  a
r a th e r  rou n d  f a c e  w ith  h ig h  c h e e k  b o n e s ,  a  m o u s t a c h e  and a
s l i g h t ly  fo r k e d  b e a r d ,  h a ir  lo n g  and c u r l in g  u p w a r d s ,  and rou n d
12h is  h e a d  a c h a p le t  o f  fou r  r e d  r o s e s  at i n t e r v a l s  upon a band . "
In th e  B o d le y  9 0 2  M S. o f  th e  C o n f e s s io  A m a n t is  t h e r e  i s  a m in ia t u r e
r e p r e s e n t i n g  th e  L o v e r  r e c e i v i n g  a b s o lu t io n  f r o m  th e  P r i e s t ,  and
th e  f a c e  o f  th e  L o v e r  i s  p r e s u m a b ly  a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  th e  p o e t .
A c c o r d in g  to  M a c a u la y  it  d o e s ,  in  f a c t ,  r e s e m b l e  to  s o m e  e x te n t
th e  f ig u r e  on  th e  t o m b ,  a lth o u g h  th e  la t t e r  r e p r e s e n t s  a m a n  in
"the f lo w e r  o f  l i f e ,  " w h e r e a s  th e  m in ia t u r e  r e p r e s e n t s  an o ld  
13m a n .  In any  c a s e ,  th e  e f f ig y  c a n  h a r d ly  cou n t  a s  a  p o r t r a i t .
A c c o r d in g  to  S to w 's  a c c o u n t  in  th e  A n n a l s - o f  E n g la n d , th e  to m b ,
a lo n g  w ith  m u c h  o th e r  C h u r ch  p r o p e r t y ,  had  b e e n  d e f a c e d  by  1600,
and th e  im a g e  w a s  m u t i la t e d  "by c u t t in g  o ff  th e  n o s e  and s t r ik in g  
14o ff  th e  h a n d s .  " In th e  c e n t u r i e s  to  fo l lo w ,  th e  to m b  and th e
e f f ig y  w e r e  to  u n d er g o  v a r io u s  r e s t o r a t i o n s  and r e p a in t in g s  d u r in g
15w h ic h  e v e n  th e  c o l o r s  o f  th e  r o b e s  w e r e  a l t o g e t h e r  c h a n g e d .
A m o n g  o th e r  l i k e n e s s e s  a r e  m in i a t u r e s  in  th e  C otton  and G la s g o w  
M SS. o f  th e  V o x  C la m a n t i s ,  in  b o th  o f  w h ic h  th e  p o e t  i s  r e ­
p r e s e n t e d ,  a p p r o p r ia t e ly  en ou gh , a s  an a r c h e r  d r a w in g  a b o w  at  
th e  w o r ld .  M a c a u la y  f e e l s  th a t  t h e s e  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  g iv e  us a 
m o r e  c o r r e c t  c o n t e m p o r a r y  p o r t r a i t  th an  th e  o t h e r s ,  but b oth  a r e  
r e n d e r e d  w ith  s u c h  n a iv e t £ ,  e v e n  w h en  c o m p a r e d  w ith  a m in ia t u r e  
l i k e  th e  C h a u c e r  p o r t r a i t  in  H o c c l e v e ' s  R e g e m e n t  o f  P r i n c e s ,  th a t  
i t  w o u ld  b e  f u t i le  to  c o n c lu d e  f r o m  t h e m  a n y th in g  m o r e  than that  
G o w e r  did  b o a s t  a  m o u s t a c h e  and a fo r k e d  b e a r d .
So m u c h - - n o t  m u c h  i n d e e d - - f o r  th e  p o e t ' s  p h y s i c a l  a p p e a r ­
a n c e .  B y  1390 , w h e n  h e  w a s  w r i t in g  th e  C o n f e s s io  A m a n t i s , h e
w a s  in  p o o r  h e a l th  and h ad  b e e n  fo r  a  lo n g  t i m e .  ^  A nd in  th e
17l a s t  y e a r s  o f  h i s  l i f e  h e  w a s  b l in d .
D e s p i t e  th e  l i m i t e d  in fo r m a t io n  at hand , t h e r e  c a n  b e  no  
doubt about G o w e r 's  s ta t u s  a s  a  p r o s p e r o u s  and r e s p e c t e d  
c i t i z e n  o f  th e  L on d on  o f  h i s  t im e .  If  h e  c o u ld  n o t  b o a s t  a s  c l o s e  
a  c o n n e c t io n  w ith  th e  r o y a l  h o u s e h o ld  a s  c o u ld  C h a u c e r ,  h e  w a s ,  
a t  any  r a t e ,  no  s t r a n g e r  to  i t .  It w a s  at R ic h a r d ' s  ow n  b id d in g  
th a t  h e  u n d e r to o k  th e  w r i t i n g  o f  th e  C o n f e s s io  A m a n t i s ,  a s  h e  
t e l l s  us in  th e  P r o lo g u e :
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In T e r n s e  w h an  it  w a s  f lo w e n d e  
A s  I b e  b o te  c o m  r o w e n d e ,
So a s  fo r tu n e  h ir  t y m e  s e t t e ,
M y l i e g e  lo r d  p a r  c h a u n c e  I m e t t e ;
And s o  b e f e l ,  a s  I c a m  nyh ,
Out o f  m y  b o t ,  w han  h e  m e  s y h ,
H e b a d  m e  c o m e  in  to  h i s  b a r g e .
A nd w h a n  I w a s  w ith  h im  at l a r g e ,
A m o n g e s  o t h r e  t h in g e s  s e id  
H e h a th  t h is  c h a r g e  upon m e  l e id ,
And b ad  m e  doo m y  b e s y n e s s e  
T h at to  h i s  h ih e  w o r t h i n e s s e  
S o m e  n e w e  th in g  I s c h o ld e  b o k e ,
T h at  h e  h i m s e l f  it  m i h t e l o k e  
A fte r  th e  f o r m e  o f  m y  w r i ty n g e .
And th u s  upon h i s  c o m m  and y n g e  
M yn h e r t e  i s  w e l  th e  m o r e  g la d  
T o w r i t e  s o  a s  h e  m e  bad .
(C A , P r o l .  , 3 9 - 5 6 .  ) 8
In 1393 , H en ry  o f  L a n c a s t e r ,  w h o m  G o w e r  had  a d m ir e d  lo n g  b e ­
f o r e  h e  b e c a m e  E n g la n d 's  k in g ,  p r e s e n t e d  th e  p o e t  w ith  a  c o l l a r ,  
or  a t  any  r a t e  h e  p a id  o n e  R ic h a r d  D a n c a s t e r  2 6 s .  8d . "on  
a c c o u n t  o f  a n o th e r  c o l l a r  g iv e n  by  th e  e a r l  of D e r b y  to  'an E s q u ir e  
John  G o w e r .  (M a c a u la y  n o t e s  that t h is  p a r t ic u la r  c o l l a r  w a s
"a c o m p a r a t i v e l y  c h e a p  o n e .  ") T h e  e f f ig y  on th e  to m b  i s  r e ­
p r e s e n t e d  w ith  a g i ld e d  c o l la r  o f  SS, d i s p la y in g  th e  s w a n  that  
H e n r y  a d o p te d  a s  h i s  e m b le m  o n ly  a f te r  h e  b e c a m e  k in g .  D e s p i t e  
th e  a l t e r a t i o n s  o f  th e  to m b  a l r e a d y  r e f e r r e d  to ,  it  i s  p r o b a b le  th a t  
at th e  t i m e  o f  h i s  d e a th  G o w e r  w a s  th e  o w n e r  o f  a  m o r e  e la b o r a t e  
c o l l a r  th an  th e  o n e  n o ted  in  th e  r e c o r d  a b o v e .  T h e r e  a r e  fu r th e r  
e v id e n c e s  o f  r o y a l  f a v o r ,  n o ta b ly  th e  f a c t  that on N o v e m b e r  21, 
1399 , and a g a in  in  A p r i l ,  1400, th e  n e w ly  c r o w n e d  K ing H e n r y
g r a n te d  to  th e  " k in g 's  e s q u i r e  John  G o w e r "  tw o  p ip e s  o f  "w in e  of  
G a s c o n y ,  " p e r h a p s  in  p a y m e n t  fo r  th e  p o e t ' s  su p p o r t  in  th e  C r o n ic a  
T r i p e r t i t a  and o th e r  L a t in  p o e m s .  ^  A s i d e  f r o m  s u c h  e v id e n c e  of  
h i s  f a m i l i a r i t y  w ith  r o y a l  p e r s o n a g e s ,  th e  k n o w le d g e a b le  and s o m e ­
t i m e s  v e r y  b o ld  r e f e r e n c e s  in  h i s  w o r k s  to  a l l  t h r e e  o f  th e  s o v e r e i g n s  
und er  w h o m  h e  l i v e d  i n d i c a t e  a f a i r l y  c l o s e  p r o x im i t y  to  th e  c o u r t .  
T h is  c o n n e c t io n  n e e d  not b e  o v e r e m p h a s i z e d ,  h o w e v e r ,  m e r e l y  to  
p r o v e  G o w e r ' s  r e l a t i v e  p r o m in e n c e  in  th e  L on d on  o f  h i s  d ay . H is  
i m p r e s s i v e  f u n e r a l  m o n u m e n t ,  h is  r e a l - e s t a t e  t r a n s a c t i o n s ,  h is  
e s t a t e  a s  r e p r e s e n t e d  in  h is  w i l l ,  h i s  a c q u a in ta n c e  w ith  d i s t i n ­
g u i s h e d  c i t i z e n s ,  and l ik e  e v id e n c e ,  a l l  c o r r o b o r a t e  th e  i m p r e s s i o n  
th a t  on e  h a s  f r o m  h i s  w o r k s ,  an i m p r e s s i o n  of a u t h o r i t a t iv e n e s s  
r e i n f o r c e d  b y  m a t e r i a l  w e a l th  and p o w e r f u l  c o n n e c t io n s .  B ut  
u n fo r tu n a te ly  n o n e  o f  t h is  e v id e n c e  g i v e s  us  any c e r t a in  p r o o f  of  
w h at  G o w e r  d id  b y  w a y  o f  p r o f e s s i o n .  T h e  C o n f e s s io  A m a n t is  or  
th e  C r o n ic a  T r ip e r t i t a  m ig h t  e a r n  G o w e r  a c o l l a r  or  a f e w  p ip e s  
o f  w in e  a s  w e l l  a s  th e  p r e s t i g e  that w e n t  w ith  t h e m ,  but th e y  did  
n ot  p r o v id e  th e  m o n e y  fo r  th e  m a n o r s  o f  F e l t w e l l  and M ou lton  
o r  fo r  th e  d ig n i f ie d  to m b  in  St. M a r y  O v e r y .  It s e e m s  r e m a r k a b l e ,  
in  f a c t ,  th a t ,  e v e n  g r a n t in g  th e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o b s c u r i t y  o f  m e d ie v a l  
r e c o r d s ,  n o t  on e  o f  th e  e ig h ty - o d d  d o c u m e n ts  th a t  m ig h t  c o n c e iv a b ly  
r e f e r  to  th e  p o e t  d e s c r i b e s  h im  in  t e r m s  o f  h i s  p r o f e s s i o n ,  d e s p i t e  
th e  c o m m o n  p r a c t i c e  o f  l e g a l l y  id e n t i fy in g  m e n  b y  th a t  m e a n s .  A
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f e w  r e c o r d s  append  th e  t i t l e  " E s q u ir e "  o r  th e  p l a c e  n a m e ,  K ent,  
but e v e n  t h e s e  a r e  th e  e x c e p t io n .  L e la n d ,  w ith o u t  c i t in g  th e
21s o u r c e  o f  h i s  in fo r m a t io n ,  s ta t e d  th a t  h e  p r a c t i s e d  a s  a  l a w y e r .
M a c a u la y  d i s c o u n ts  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  on  th e  b a s i s  o f  G o w e r ' s  f i e r c e
22c o n d e m n a t io n  o f  th a t  c a l l in g .  T h e  p o e t  c o n s i d e r s  th e  la w  th e
w o r s t  of a l l  s e c u la r  e s t a t e s  and c o n d e m n s  i t s  p r a c t i t i o n e r s  "par
c o v o i t i s e  ou p ar  h a l t e s c e "  (M ir .  2 4 0 8 9 ) .  B u t in  a n o th e r  s e c t i o n
o f  th e  M ir  our (21774) th e  a u th o r ,  in  a n t ic ip a t in g  th e  c r i t i c s  w ho
m a y  b la m e  h im  for  h a n d lin g  s a c r e d  s u b j e c t s  w h e n  h e  h i m s e l f  i s
n o t  a  c l e r k ,  s a y s  "A inz  a i  v e s t u  l a  r a y e  m a n c h e "  (M i r . 21774).
T h is  m a y  w e l l  b e  a r e f e r e n c e  to  th e  s t r i p e s  w h ic h  s o m e  l a w y e r s
23w e r e  know n to  w e a r  a s  a  b a d g e  upon th e ir  s l e e v e s .  It i s  
w o r th  r e m a r k in g  that G o w e r 's  c o n d e m n a t io n  o f  th e  la w ,  and h i s  
p r e v io u s  r e f e r e n c e  to  " la  r a y e "  a r e  not  a s  c o n t r a d ic t o r y  a s  th e y  
m ig h t  s e e m ,  at l e a s t  no t  w h en  o n e  k e e p s  in  m in d  th e  h a b i t u a l ly  
m o r a l  and c r i t i c a l  to n e  w h ic h  th e  au th or  a d op ts  in  th e  M ir  ou r  a s  
e l s e w h e r e .  F a m i l i a r i t y  b r e e d s  c o n t e m p t ,  a s  th e  s a y in g  g o e s ,  
and c o n te m p t  i s  a  f a c u l t y  s t r o n g  in  G o w e r .  H e i s  n e v e r  s lo w  to  
c r i t i c i z e  any e s t a t e ,  e v e n  w h en  it  h a s  h is  a l l e g i a n c e .  C o n s id e r ,  
fo r  e x a m p le ,  h i s  a t t i tu d e  to w a r d  th e  Q iu r c h .  H e  w a s  an  i n t e n s e l y  
r e l i g i o u s  m a n ,  and a c h a m p io n  o f  th e  c b e r g y  a g a in s t  th e  s e c u la r  
i n c u r s i o n s  o f  k in g  and p a r l ia m e n t .  B u t h i s  p a r t i s a n s h i p  d id  n o t  
p r e v e n t  h im  f r o m  d e s c r i b i n g  th e  m e m b e r s  o f  th e  r e l i g i o u s  o r d e r s
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in  th e  m o s t  s c a th in g  t e r m s .  T h e  fa c t  i s  th a t  h e  b i t in g ly  c r i t i c i z e s  
a l l  th e  e s t a t e s  o f  m a n  w ith  an  e n e r g e t i c  c a t h o l i c i t y  w o r th y  o f  
L a n g la n d .  It l e a v e s  us l i t t l e  to  c h o o s e  f r o m ,  i f  w e  t r y  to  d e t e r ­
m in e  h i s  p a r t ia l i t y  a c c o r d in g  to  th e  d e g r e e  o f  b la m e  h e  p u ts  on  
o n e  p r o f e s s i o n  a s  c o m p a r e d  to  a n o th e r .  B y  th a t  m e a s u r e  w e  w ou ld  
end b y  c o n c lu d in g  that h e  b e lo n g e d  to  no p r o f e s s i o n  at a l l .  (M a c a u ­
la y  d id , h o w e v e r ,  f e e l  th a t  h e  w a s  m o s t  g e n t le  in  h i s  c r i t i c i s m  o f  th e  
24m e r c h a n t  c l a s s .  ) In s h o r t ,  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  that G o w e r  w a s  a
l a w y e r  c a n n o t  b e  d i s c o u n te d ,  d e s p i t e  th e  f a c t  th a t  it h in g e s  on
25L e la n d ' s  q u e s t io n a b le  a s s e r t i o n  and on  G o w e r 's  o n e  h in t .
H e n r y  M o r le y ,  in  h i s  E n g l i s h  W r i t e r s , c a m e  up w ith  th e  
r a th e r  in g e n io u s  t h e o r y  that G o w e r  w a s  in  h o ly  o r d e r s ,  though  
not a p r i e s t .  ^  H e b a s e d  t h is  id e a  on  th e  d i s c o v e r y  that one  
John  G o w e r ,  c l e r k ,  had b e e n  g iv e n  a r o y a l  g r a n t  to th e  l iv in g  
of  G r e a t  B r a x t e d  in  E s s e x  fo r  th e  y e a r s  1 3 9 3 -1 3 9 7 .  T h e  fa c t  
th a t  1397 w a s  th e  y e a r  o f  G o w e r 's  m a r r i a g e  to A g n e s  G ro u n d o lf  
l e a d s  P r o f e s s o r  M o r le y  to  c o n c lu d e  th a t  th e  p o e t  r e s i g n e d  th e  
r e c t o r y  on  h i s  m a r r i a g e .  H e f in d s  fu r th e r  c o n f ir m a t io n  fo r  
h is  t h e o r y  in  th e  fa c t  th a t  G r e a t  B r a x t e d  i s  v e r y  n e a r  W ig -  
b o r o u g h  (W y g e b e r g h ) ,  a m a n o r  b e lo n g in g  to  o n e  W il l ia m  S e p t-  
v a n u n s ,  to  w h ic h  a m a n  n a m e d  John G o w e r  had  c la i m  o f  a
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y e a r l y  r e n t  o f  10, a c c o r d in g  to  the  C l o s e  R o l l s , 1365.
M a c a u la y  d i s m i s s e d  M o r le y ' s  t h e o r y  fo r  s e v e r a l  r e a s o n s :  h e  d id  
n ot  th in k  it l i k e l y  "that a  c l e r g y m a n  w h o had h e ld  an im p o r ta n t  
r e c t o r y  fo r  s i x  or  s e v e n  y e a r s  sh o u ld  not o n ly  h a v e  b e e n  p e r ­
m i t t e d  to  m a r r y ,  but sh o u ld  h a v e  had  h i s  m a r r i a g e  c e l e b r a t e d  in  th e  
P r i o r y  o f  St. M a r y  Q v e r y  and w ith  th e  p a r t ic u la r  s a n c t io n  o f  th e  
b is h o p  o f  W in c h e s t e r .  " H e a l s o  p o in ts  out that G o v e r  w a s  an  
' E s q u i r e ,  1 s i n c e  h e  i s  so  c a l l e d  in  th e  i n s c r i p t io n  on h is  to m b  
and  in  c e r t a in  d o c u m e n t s ,  o n e  o f  th e m  d a te d  d u r in g  th e  p e r io d  
w h e n  h e  w a s  s u p p o s e d  to  b e  a c l e r k .  And in  th e  M ir o u r  de  l 'Q m m e  
th e  p o e t  c a l l s  h i m s e l f  a l a y m a n .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  th e  " la n g u a g e  
w h ic h  h e  / G o w e r /  u s e s  about r e c t o r s  w ho f a i l  to  p e r f o r m  th e  
d u t ie s  o f  th e ir  o f f i c e s  m a k e s  it  a l m o s t  in c o n c e i v a b l e  th a t  h e  
sh o u ld  h i m s e l f  h a v e  h e ld  a r e c t o r y  w ith ou t  q u a l i fy in g  h i m s e l f  fo r  
th e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  th e  s e r v i c e  o f  th e  C h u r ch  e v e n  b y  ta k in g  
p r i e s t ' s  o r d e r s .  T h e  l a s t  i s  a m o o t  p o in t  w h ic h  n e e d  not b e  
ta k e n  a s  s t r o n g ly  a s  M a c a u la y  p u ts  i t ,  but h i s  g e n e r a l  a r g u m e n t  
d o e s  c a n c e l  out M o r le y ' s  t h e o r y  q u ite  e f f e c t i v e l y - - s o  e f f e c t i v e l y ,  
in  f a c t ,  that I w o u ld  not h a v e  in tr o d u c e d  it  in to  t h is  g e n e r a l  
s u m m a r y  but fo r  a h i th e r to  u n n o t ic e d  s id e l i g h t  th a t  it  t h r o w s  
on th e  p r o b le m  of  id e n t i fy in g  G o w e r  th e  p o e t  a m o n g  a c o n s i d e r ­
a b le  n u m b e r  o f  John  Gowers m e n t io n e d  in  f o u r te e n t h  c e n tu r y  
r e c o r d s .  A s  p a r t  o f  h i s  a r g u m e n t  in  d i s m i s s i n g  M o r l e y ' s  c a s e ,
M a c a d la y  e x p r e s s e d  g r a v e  doubt th a t  th e  G o w e r  w ho r e c e i v e d  r e n t  
f r o m  th e  W ig b o r o u g h  e s t a t e  n e a r  G r e a t  B r a x t e d  w a s  th e  p o e t .
T h e  i n t e r v a l  o f  t i m e  in v o lv e d  b e t w e e n  the  r e c e i p t  of r e n t s  (1365) 
and th e  g r a n t in g  o f  th e  l i v i n g  at th e  r e c t o r y  (1393), th e  f r e q u e n c y  
o f  th e  n a m e  in  th e  r e c o r d s ,  and, p e r h a p s  m o s t  o f  a l l ,  an  u n w i l l in g ­
n e s s  on M a c a u la y ' s  p a r t  to  b e l i e v e  that th e  c o l l e c t o r - o f - r e n t s ,  
w h o m  h e  a s s u m e d  to  b e  a v i l l a i n  on  th e  b a s i s  o f  r e la t e d  d o c ­
u m e n t s ,  ^ ® - - a l l  t h e s e - c o n s id e r a t io n s  l e d  th e  s c h o la r  to d is c o u n t  
th e  c o n n e c t io n  b e t w e e n  W ig b o r o u g h  and G r e a t  B r a x t e d ,  and b e t w e e n  
e i t h e r  o n e  and th e  p o e t .  A s  it  h a p p e n s ,  h o w e v e r ,  P r o f e s s o r  F i s h e r  
h a s  g o n e  to  c o n s id e r a b l e  p a in s  to  p r o v e  (a) that t h e r e  w a s  an  
in t r i c a t e  s e r i e s  o f  r e a l - e s t a t e  t r a n s a c t io n s  th a t  c o n n e c te d  "our"
G o w e r  and John  S ep tv a u n s;  th e  o w n e r  o f  W ig b o r o u g h  m a n o r ,  and
31(b) th a t  W ig b o r o u g h  w a s  in v o lv e d  in  t h o s e  t r a n s a c t i o n s .  If 
F i s h e r  i s  to  b e  b e l i e v e d - - a n d  h i s  a r g u m e n t  i s  c o n v i n c in g - - t h e n  
w e  a r e  f a c e d  w ith  th e  fa c t  th a t  th e  p o e t ,  in  1365, w a s  d r a w in g  
r e n t  f r o m  an e s t a t e  w h ic h  w a s  l i t t l e  m o r e  than  a m i l e  a w a y  f r o m  
G r e a t  B r a x t e d ,  w h e r e  f r o m  1393 to  1397 a n o th e r  John  G ow er  w a s  
r e c t o r .  A  c o in c i d e n c e ,  p e r h a p s ;  but i t  d o e s  s e e m  m o r e  l i k e l y  
that s o m e  f a i r l y  c l o s e  f a m i ly  c o n n e c t io n  i s  in v o lv e d .  If that i s  
th e  c a s e ,  it  m e a n s  that d u r in g  th e  l a t e r  y e a r s  o f  th e  f o u r te e n th  
c e n t u r y  t h e r e  w e r e ,  a m o n g  th e  s e v e r a l  John  G o w e r s  a l iv e  at th e  
t i m e ,  tw o  w h o w e r e  o f  th e  s a m e  f a m i ly ,  both  d w e l l in g  in  th e
e n v ir o n s  of L o n d o n . T h is  f a c t  w o u ld  s e e m  to b e  a c o n s id e r a b l e  
c o m p l i c a t io n ,  s i n c e  it  w o u ld  im p ly  th a t  th e  p o e t  c o u ld  n o t  b e  
i d e n t i f ie d  m e r e l y  in  t e r m s  of f a m i ly ,  or  o f  K ent, o r  e v e n  in  t e r m s  
o f  th e  a s s o c i a t e s  w ith  w h ic h  h i s  n a m e  i s  l in k e d  in v a r io u s  t r a n s ­
a c t i o n s ,  s i n c e  t h o s e  a s s o c i a t e s  m i g h t  h a v e  b e e n  a c q u a in te d  w ith  
b o th  John  G o w e r s .  But th is  t h e o r e t i c a l  c o m p l i c a t i o n  i s  a l s o  a  
t h e o r e t i c a l  c lu e .  U n ti l  n o w , a l m o s t  a l l  in v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  G o w e r 's  
f a m i l y  r e la t io n s h ip s  h a s  c e n t e r e d  upon th e  f i g u r e s  o f  S ir  R o b e r t  
G o w e r  and h i s  d a u g h te r ,  J o a n n a . It d o e s  s e e m  p o s s i b l e ,  h o w e v e r ,  
th a t  a  s tu d y  o f  r e c o r d s  r e la t in g  to  John  G o w e r ,  c l e r k  and r e c t o r  
of  G r e a t  B r a x t e d ,  and a p e r s o n  o f  s o m e  im p o r t a n c e ,  m ig h t  tu rn  
up n e w  in fo r m a t io n  about th e  p o e t  and h i s  f a m i ly .
O f th e  v a r io u s  r e c o r d s  th a t  a r e  c o n c e r n e d  w ith  r e a l - e s t a t e  
t r a n s a c t io n s  in  w h ic h  G o w e r  h a d , or  m a y  h a v e  h ad , a  p a r t ,  t h o s e  
d e a l in g  w ith  th e  a c q u i s i t io n  and l a t e r  d i s p o s a l  o f  th e  m a n o r s  o f  
K e n tw e l l  and A ld in g to n  a r e  th e  m o s t  i n t e r e s t i n g .  K e n tw e l l ,  a s  
w e  h a v e  s e e n ,  w a s  th e  S u ffo lk  p r o p e r t y  l e f t  b y  S ir  R o b e r t  to h is  
tw o  d a u g h te r s ,  K a th e r in e  and J o a n n a . O r ig in a l ly  i t  h ad  b e e n  
h e ld  b y  S ir  R o b e r t  o n ly  for  l i f e  a s  a g r a n t  o f  th e  E a r l  o f  A th o l ,  in  
w h o s e  s e r v i c e  h e  had b e e n .  H o w e v e r ,  in 1339, th e  r o y a l  c o n f i r m a ­
t io n  o f  a q u i t c la im  by  th e  l a t e  e a r l  "to R o b e r t  G o w e r ,  k n ig h t ,  h is
32h e ir s  and a s s i g n s ,  " w ould  s e e m  to have  gu aran teed  the land for  
the kn ight's  h e ir s .  T h is  w as  not to be the c a s e .  The w idow ed
c o u n t e s s ,  it i s  t r u e ,  d id  h on or  th e  c la im  o f  th e  tw o d a u g h te r s
a f te r  S ir  R o b e r t ' s  d e a th ,  but e v id e n t ly  h e r  s o n ,  th e  n e w  e a r l ,
w a s  not  s i m i l a r l y  d i s p o s e d .  W hen th e  o ld e r  d a u g h te r ,  K a th e r in e ,
d ie d  in 1358, h e  to o k  o v e r  th e  m a n o r  w ith o u t  h a v in g  a n y  t i t l e  to
i t .  T h e r e  w a s  " l it t le  a 1 6 - y e a r  o ld  g i r l  c o u ld  do to s to p  h im ,  "
a s  P r o f e s s o r  F i s h e r  s a y s  o f  S ir  R o b e r t ' s  y o u n g e r  d a u g h te r ,
34J o a n n a . H o w e v e r ,  at th e  in s t ig a t io n  o f  h e r  f i r s t  h u sb a n d , w h o m  
s h e  m a r r i e d  s o m e  t i m e  b e t w e e n  1358 and 1364, o r  p o s s i b l y  at 
th e  p r o m p t in g  o f  h e r  r e l a t i v e ,  John G o w e r ,  s h e  b r o u g h t  s u i t  for  
th e  p r o p e r t y  in  1364. T h e r e  fo l lo w e d  a lo n g  and in v o lv e d  s e r i e s  
o f  l i t ig a t io n s  b y  m e a n s  o f  w h ic h  J oan n a , th e  w i f e  of t h r e e  h u sb a n d s  
in  s w i f t  s u c c e s s i o n ,  so u g h t  to  c l e a r  th e  t i t l e  o f  K e n tw e l l .  In 
J u n e ,  1 3 6 8 ,  s h e  and h e r  th ir d  s p o u s e ,  John S p e n y th o r n ,  g r a n te d  
K e n tw e l l  to  John  G o w e r ,  and h e  b e c a m e  th e  c h ie f  l i t ig a n t  in th e  
unen d in g  p r o c e s s  b y  m e a n s  o f  w h ic h  th e  G o w e r s  so u g h t  to m a k e
or
g o o d  t h e ir  c la im  to th e  m a n o r .  T h e  m a t t e r  w a s  f in a l ly  s e t t l e d
in  Joh n  G o w e r 's  f a v o r ,  and in  S e p t e m b e r ,  1373, h e  d i s p o s e d  o f
36th e  K e n tw e l l  p r o p e r t y  to  a S ir  John  C ob h am  and o t h e r s .
S ir  John C ob ham  a l s o  f i g u r e s  im p o r ta n t ly  in G o w e r 's  c o m ­
p l ic a t e d  a c q u i s i t io n  and l a t e r  d i s p o s a l  o f  the  m a n o r  o f  A ld in g to n .  
T h is  t r a n s a c t io n ,  o r  f a t h e r  s e r i e s  o f  t r a n s a c t i o n s ,  i s  on e  w h ic h  
e v e n  F i s h e r ,  w h o  s e e m s  on f a m i l i a r  ground  w ith  th e  P a t e n t  R o l l s ,
th e  I n q u is i t io n s ,  th e  C l o s e  R o l l s ,  and th e  s e c r e t s  th e y  c o n ta in ,  
c a l l s  " s o m e t h in g  o f  a  m e s s .  " W i l l ia m  S e p tv a u n s ,  an o r p h a n e d  
you th  who had  a p p a r e n t ly  not  y e t  r e a c h e d  h is  tw e n t ie th  y e a r  in
1365 , had n e v e r t h e l e s s  m a n a g e d  to  g e t  h i m s e l f  in to  debt  to the  
a m o u n t  o f ^ l ,  060  in  fo u r te e n t h  c e n tu r y  c u r r e n c y - - a  t r e m e n d o u s  
s u m - - w h i c h  s e e m s  to h a v e  n e c e s s i t a t e d  th e  s e l l i n g - o f f  o f  m a n y ,  i f  
n ot a l l ,  o f  h i s  e s t a t e s .  John G ow er  p u r c h a s e d  th e  m a n o r  o f
' i n
A ld in g to n  f r o m  h im  in F e b r u a r y ,  1365. (N ote  that th is  w a s  
d u r in g  th e  p e r io d  w h en  J o an n a  N e v e ,  n e e  G o w e r ,  w a s  t r y in g  to  
c l e a r  th e  t i t l e  to K e n tw e l l ,  w h ic h  s h e  w a s  s h o r t ly  to g r a n t  to  th e  
p o e t .  ) T h e  m a t t e r  d id  not end w ith  th e  s a l e ,  h o w e v e r .  In A p r i l ,
1366 , a  c o m m i s s i o n  w a s  i s s u e d  to  S ir  John  C ob h am  o f  K ent, and
o t h e r s ,  ^8 "to in q u ir e  a s  to th e  a g e  o f  W i l l ia m ,  s o n  and h e ir  o f
W i l l ia m  de S e p tv a u n s ,  K night, and, i f  i t  b e  fou n d  that h e  i s  s t i l l
a  m in o r ,  to  a s c e r t a i n  b y  w h om  th e  p r e v io u s  p r o o f  /  of  a g e /  w a s
m a d e ,  w hat w a s t e  h a s  b e e n  d on e  th e  la n d s ,  and w hat p r o f i t  th e
39k in g  h a s  l o s t  by  r e a s o n  o f  th e  i n c o r r e c t  p r o o f  o f  a g e .  " T h e  
c o m m i s s i o n  d id , in  f a c t ,  c o m e  to  th e  c o n c lu s io n  th a t  W il l ia m  
w a s  u n d er a g e .^ ®  M a c a u la y ,  a s  w e  h a v e  s e e n ,  found it " im ­
p o s s i b l e  w ith o u t  fu r th e r  p r o o f  to a s s u m e  that th e  v i l l a in o u s  
m i s l e a d e r  o f  you th  w ho i s  d e s c r i b e d  to  us in  th e  r e p o r t  o f  the  
c o m m i s s i o n ,  a s  e n c o u r a g in g  a young  m a n  to d e fr a u d  th e  c r o w n
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by m e a n s  of p er ju ry ,  in ord er  that he m ay  p u rch a se  h is  lands  
from  him  at a n om in a l p r ic e ,  can be id en tica l with the grave  
m o r a l i s t  of the Speculum  H om in is  and the Vox C lam an tis .
He contented  h im s e l f  w ith the su p p os it ion  that the John Gower  
in vo lved  w as a r e la t iv e  of the poet. ^  In any c a s e ,  M a ca u la y 's  
c o n cer n  w as o v e r s ta te d .  The c o m m is s io n  c a m e  to the co n c lu s io n  
that the crow n had not b een  d e fr a u d e d - -a t  l e a s t  no harm  had b een  
done to the la n d s .  Nor had the p r ic e  been  "nom inal, " as  M acaulay  
s ta ted . It was d ec id e d ,  h o w e v er ,  that the p rop erty  be ta k e n  back  
into the k ing's  hands until young Septvauns should com e of age.
If M acaulay  o v e r s ta t e s  the prob ab le  guilt of the John G ow er in ­
v o lv ed , it is  a ls o  p o s s ib le  that P r o f e s s o r  F i s h e r  u n d e rs ta te s  h is  
su b je c t 's  c o m p lic i ty  in h is  d e s ir e  to identify  the r e a l - e s t a t e  
op erator  with the poet. "Without m o r e  ev id e n c e ,  " he s a y s ,  "it 
i s  id le  to s p ecu la te  on the le g a l  and m o r a l  i s s u e s  in vo lved . "^3 
In the s a m e  p aragraph  he points out that "there is  nothing in the  
r e c o r d  of the f i r s t  p roo f  of age  . . .  to s u g g e s t  that it w as in any  
w ay i l l e g a l ,  and it p r o v e s - - w i t h  m u ch  m o r e  c ir c u m sta n t ia l  
e v id e n c e ,  actu a lly ,  than i s  found in the la ter  in q u is i t io n - - th a t  
W illiam  son of W illiam  w as born in 17 Edward III ra th er  than in 
20 Edward III. " H ow ever ,  the v e r y  fact  that the m a tter  w as s u f f i ­
c ie n t ly  in doubt to prom pt a ro y a l in q u is it ion ,  and that the
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c o m m is s io n  appointed n am ed  G ow er, am ong o th e r s ,  as  in fluen cing
th e  youth to a l ien a te  h is  la n d s ,  w ould  s u g g e s t  an in terp re ta t io n  not
quite so  fa v o ra b le  to the John G ow er in vo lved . ^  At any ra te ,
w hether  or not G o w er 's  c o m p l ic i ty  invo lved  any actua l gu ilt ,  it
did not p rev en t  h im  from  at la s t  acq u ir in g  m o s t  of A ld in g to n  in
F e b r u a r y ,  1368, w hen W illiam  Septvauns did le g a l ly  c o m e  of a g e - -
th is ,  notw ithstanding  the fac t  that the d e b t-r id d en  young m an w as
"held to the king by a bond in 1(3000 not to a l ie n a te ,  r e m i t ,  or
q u itc la im  h is  in h er ita n c e  to any p e r s o n  or p e r s o n s  in fe e  or for  
45l i f e .  " I n te r e s t in g ly  enough, Gower d is p o se d  of th is  m an or  in  
1374 to John C obham , T hom as B rokhu ll (both of whom  had been  
on the c o m m is s io n  to d e te r m in e  W ill ia m  Septvauns' age) ,  and two  
other m en .  And t h e s e  four w e r e  the s a m e  m en  to whom  he granted  
K entw ell in 1373.
T h ere  a r e  r e c o r d s  of other r e a l - e s t a t e  t r a n s a c t io n s  invo lv in g  
a John Gower; but on ly  two of them  a re  s u ff ic ie n t ly  r e le v a n t  to be  
m en tio n ed . T h e s e  in v o lv e  the p u r c h a se  of F e l t  w e l l  and M oulton  
in  1382. In c o n tr a s t  to h is  p r a c t i s e  in other c a s f ? ,  G ow er h eld  
on to t h e s e  two m a n o r s ,  and in h is  w i l l  bequeathed  th em  to h is  
w ife .  46
The c o m p le x i ty  of m an y of G ow er's  r e a l - e s t a t e  d e a l in g s ,  
the fac t  that he  ev idently  did not occupy  the lands that h e  p u rch a sed
and, m o s t  of a l l ,  the r e c u r r e n c e  of the s a m e  n a m e s  in v a r io u s
s a l e s ,  notably  that of C obham , have  a l l  le d  P r o f e s s o r  F i s h e r  to
s u g g e s t  that w e "have to do not with any p e r so n a l  r e a l  e s ta te
tr a n s a c t io n s  but w ith  the a cq u is it io n  and m anip u lation  of w ea lth
by so m e  s o r t  of sy n d ica te .  "^  The deduction  w hich  he draw s
fro m  th is  is  that G ow er, w h a tev er  e l s e  he w a s ,  w a s  p robab ly  an
" in vestor"  or " en trepreneur"  in r e a l  e s ta te .
L a w y e r ,  c le r k ,  m e r c h a n t ,  or r e a l  e s ta te  i n v e s t o r - - a l l
of t h e s e  c la im s  r e s t  on fa ir ly  s l im  ev id e n c e .  The c a s e  for the
la s t  i s  c e r ta in ly  the s t r o n g e s t .  On the other hand, w e  can  sa fe ly
ru le  out the  th eo ry  that G ow er w a s  in ho ly  o r d e r s .  A s  for
M a ca u la y 's  idea  that he m igh t have  b een  a m erc h a n t ,  it  can not be
co n tra d ic te d  for  the s a m e  r e a s o n  that it  can not be proved: th e r e
48is  no r e a l  e v id e n c e  e ith er  w ay. It is  w orth  m en tion in g , p erh ap s ,
that the m e r c h a n ts  of G o w er 's  day w e r e  v e r y  fond of d isp la y in g
the tr a d e m a r k s  of th e ir  p r o fe s s io n s  upon th e ir  to m b s ,  p a r t ic u la r ly
the w oo l m e r c h a n ts ,  who a r e  o ften  r e p r e se n te d  w ith  a proud sy m b o l ,
a w o o lp a ck  or a sh eep ,  at th e ir  f e e t . ^  a  l io n  r e s t s  at G o w e r 's .
A s for  the p o et 's  h igh  opinion of the w o o l- t r a d e ,  w hich  M acau lay
points out, it should  not be con fu sed  w ith p r a is e  of w o o l-m e r c h a n t s .
G o w er 's  paean to w ool i s  d e c id e d ly  a c e le b r a t io n  of a national
r e s o u r c e  and m u st  be u n d erstood  as an a s p e c t  of h is  n a t io n a lism ,  
not a t r a d e s m a n 's  n a rro w  p r id e .  50
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The p o s s ib i l i t y  that h e  w as a la w y e r ,  or at l e a s t  tra in ed  in 
the law , d e s e r v e s  m o r e  s e r io u s  c o n s id e r a t io n ,  as  noted  above  
(p.14). C er ta in ly ,  s o m e  e x p e r ie n c e  w ith the law , far from  h in d e r ­
ing , would h ave  abetted  h is  in t e r e s t  in r e a l  e s ta te  sp ecu la t io n .
It mi.ght ev en  exp la in  why C h au cer ,  about to l e a v e  England in M ay,  
1378, on one of h is  tr ip s  to the C ontinent, gave  to Gower and a m an  
n am ed  R ich ard  F o r e s t e r  h is  pow er of a ttorn ey . P r e s u m a b ly  
C haucer had m o r e  p r a c t ic a l  c o n s id e r a t io n s  in m in d  than fr ien d sh ip  
for G ow er or a d m ira t io n  of h is  p o e t ic a l  a b i l i t ie s .
A long  with so  m an y other r id d le s  that the d ocu m en ts  r e ­
la t in g  to G ow er p r e s e n t  is  one p osed  by the fo l lo w in g  ex ce rp t  
fro m  the C lo s e  R o lls :
11 D e c .  1397. M em orandum  of a m a in p r is e  under 
pain o f £40 . , m a d e  in c h a n c e r y  6 D e c e m b e r  th is  
yea r  by John F r e n c h e ,  P e t e r  B lak e ,  T hom as  
G andre, a l l  of London, and R obert M ark le ,  s e r je a n t  
at a r m s ,  for  T h om as C audre , canon in the p r io r y  of 
St. M ary  O v e ry  in Sou thw erke, that he sh a ll  do 
or p ro c u r e  no h arm  to John G ow er. ^
T he poet prob ab ly  l iv e d  at St. M ary  O v e r y 's  during the la s t  
y e a r s  of h is  l i fe ;  and in any c a s e  the ch u rch  w as to be h is  f ina l  
r e s t in g  p la c e  as w e l l  as  a m ajor  b e n e f ic ia r y  of h is  w i l l .  In 
other w o r d s ,  th e r e  can be l i t t l e  doubt that the John Gower  
m en tion ed  in the M em orandum  is  the poet.  The ta in t of v i o ­
l e n c e ,  from  w hich  h ard ly  any c o n tem p o ra ry  b iograp hy  is  f r e e ,
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s e e m s  to have touched  even  th is  m an whom one w ould have  
ex p ected  to be m o s t  im m u n e to it . "Was G ow er, now old  and b lind ,  
having d iff icu lty  c o l le c t in g  h is  debts and r e n ts ?  Or w e r e  h is  d if-
C  O
f ic u l t ie s  p o l i t i c a l? "  The on ly  an sw er  is  that th e r e  is  no 
a n sw er  - -y e t .
H o w ev er ,  n e ith er  th r e a ts  of v io le n c e ,  the r i s e  and fa l l  of 
k in g s ,  i l l  hea lth , nor s p ecu la t io n s  in r e a l  e s ta te  p rev en ted  the  
poet from  turn ing  out a p rod ig iou s  am ount of p o etry ,  in F r e n c h ,  
Latin , and E n g lish ,  during the la tter  ha lf  of h is  l i f e ,  the p er iod  
with w hich  m o s t  of the above r e c o r d s  d ea l.  M acau lay , on the  
b a s i s  of in tern a l e v id e n c e ,  s u g g e s t s  that the M irour de I 'O m m e  
w as probab ly  w r itten  b etw een  1376 and 1379, the Vox C lam an tis  
in 1382, and the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  in 1390-91. D e s p i t e  the  
d etach ed  and m o r a l i s t i c  tone of so  m uch  of h is  w ork , h e  w as  
probab ly  no m o r e  an " ivory  tow er"  so r t  of poet than w as C haucer .
The la s t  d ocum ent that w e n eed  c o n s id e r  in th is  g e n e r a l  
su m m a r y  is  the p o e t 's  w i l l .  It is  dated A ugust 15, 1408, and 
p roved  on O ctob er  24th of the sa m e  y e a r ,  the m onth  during  
w hich  G ow er p r e su m a b ly  d ied . In it the te s ta to r  "bequeathes  
h is  sou l to the C r ea to r ,  and h is  body to be b u r ied  in the ch urch  
of the Canons of St. M ary  O v e r e s ,  in the p la c e  s p e c ia l ly  a p ­
pointed  for th is  p u rp o se .  Through g ifts  and a lm s ,  Gower
m a d e  c e r ta in  that h is  dep arted  sou l w ould be w e l l  attended  by
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the p r a y e r s  of the l iv ing; and with a fine  m e d ie v a l  f e e l in g  for the  
n atu ra l h ie r a r c h y  of th in gs ,  even  p r a y e r s ,  he d is p e n s e d  h is  g ifts  
and a lm s  a cco r d in g  to rank. The p r io r  of St. M ary  O very  
r e c e iv e d  4 0 s .  , the subprior  2 0 s .  , each canon who w as a p r ie s t  
13s, 4d. , and the other canons 6 s .  8d. , "that they  m a y  a ll  
s e v e r a l ly  pray  for him the m o r e  d evou tly  at h is  fu n era l.  " The  
se r v a n ts  of the p r io r y  got 2 s .  or I s .  depending on th e ir  p o s it io n s .  
The C hurch of St. M ary M agdalene  and the four p a r is h  ch u rch es  
of Southwark r e c e iv e d  s im i la r  b e q u e s ts .  The poet w as  p a r t ic u la r ly  
g en ero u s  with r eg a r d  to h o s p i ta ls .  He le f t  4 0 s .  for p r a y e r s  to 
the m a s te r  of St. T h o m a s 's  H osp ita l and s m a l le r  su m s  to e v e r y  
p r ie s t ,  nun, n u r s e ,  and p atient co n n ected  w ith  the in st itu t ion .
St. Anthony, E ls in g s p ita l  (a p r io r y  and, tou ch in g ly  enough, a 
h o sp ita l  s p e c ia l iz in g  in the c a r e  of the b lind), B ed la m  w ithout  
B is h o p sg a te ,  and St. M a ry 's  H osp ita l n ear  W e s tm in s te r  a ls o  
b en ef ited  from  h is  w i l l ,  as  did the in m a tes  of e v e r y  l e p e r - h o u s e  
in the suburbs of London.
F o r  the s e r v ic e  of the a ltar  in the ch ap e l of St. John the  
B a p tis t ,  w h ere  h is  body w as to be in te r r e d ,  the p oet  le f t  two 
r o b e s ,  one of w hite  s i lk ,  the other of b lue baudkin, "a c o s t ly  
stuff with web of gold and w oof of s i lk ,  " as w e l l  a s  a new  d ish  
and c h a l ic e  and a new m i s s a l .  To the p r io r  and convent he le ft
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a la r g e  book, a M a rty r o lo g y ,  w hich  he had c o m m is s io n e d  for  
them  and w hich  they  w e r e  to have  on the condition  that a s p e c ia l  
m en tio n  of h im  be in s c r ib e d  in it e v e r y  day.
To h is  w ife ,  A g n e s ,  Gower le f t  one hundred pounds as w e l l  
as the fo llow in g  a c c e s s o r i e s  and fu rn ish in g s:  th r e e  cu p s ,  one  
" c o o p e r c u lu m 11 or c o v e r le t ,  two s a l t - c e l l a r s  and tw e lv e  s i lv e r  
sp o o n s ,  a l l  b ed s ,  c h e s t s ,  and fu rn itu re  of h a ll ,  pantry  and 
kitch en , and a l l  th e ir  v e s s e l s  and u te n s i l s ,  and one c h a l ic e  and 
one rob e  for the a ltar  of the o ra to ry  in h is  d w e l l in g - - th e  p o s s e s s ­
io n s ,  in o ther  w o r d s ,  of a v e r y  w e l l - t o - d o  m a n .  ^  His w ife  a ls o  
b e c a m e  h e ir  to h is  m a n o rs  of Southw ell (p resu m ab ly  the F e l tw e l l  
d i s c u s s e d  ab ove, p. 22, ) and M oulton. N e ith er  the s i z e  of th e s e  
p r o p e r t ie s  nor their  in c o m e  is  s p e c if ie d .  The f iv e  e x e c u to r s  of 
the w il l  w e r e  G ow er's  w ife ,  A rnold  Savage , Knight, R o g er ,  E s q u ir e ,  
W illia m  D en ne , Canon of the k ing's  C hapel, and John B urton , C lerk .
It is  in te r e s t in g  to know that G ow er w as a p r o sp e r o u s  and 
hon ored  m an , a lb e it  a b lind and s ic k ly  one, when it c a m e  t im e  
for h im  to die; that he app arently  w as not su r v iv e d  by any o f f ­
spring; that he w as devout and a g rea t  b e l i e v e r  in the e f f ic a c y  of 
p r a y e r ,  p u rch a sed  or o th e r w is e .  His w i l l  t e l l s  us a ll  th e s e  
th in g s .  And yet a ll  of them  could  have b een  eq u a lly  tru e  of m an y  
of h is  p e e r s .  ^  H e re ,  as  e v e r y w h e r e  in the r e c o r d s  of the M iddle
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A g e s ,  the p r iv a te  c i t i z e n  r e m a in s  anonym ous as  far a s  h is  
d a ily  l i f e  is  co n cern ed .
H ow ever ,  the  o b s c u r ity  that quick ly  shrouded  G ow er's
p r iv a te  l i f e  did not o v er ta k e  h is  l i t e r a r y  reputation  for m o r e  than
tw o hundred y e a r s .  A s an author, only C haucer equalled  h im  in
the a d m ira tion  of h is  c o n te m p o r a r ie s  and h is  s u c c e s s o r s .  C haucer
h im s e l f ,  in what s e e m e d  for a t im e  to be a m u tu a l-a d m ir a t io n
a rra n g em e n t ,  d ed ica ted  h is  T r o i lu s  to h is  fe l lo w  poet,  as w e l l  as
to the "ph ilosoph ica l"  Strode; and G ow er p r a is e d  C haucer in the
C o n fe ss io  A m a n t is .  J a m e s  I d ed icated  the Kingis Quair to  both
p o e ts ,  and H o c c le v e ,  l ik e  J a m e s ,  c a l l s  G ow er "my m a is t e r .  "
The im etr ica l  t r a n s la to r  of B o e th iu s ,  John W alton of O sn ey ,
w r i t e s  w ith  con ventiona l but ju s t i f ie d  m o d esty :
And G ow er, that so  c r a f te ly  doth t r e te  
A s in h is  book (es )  of m o r a l i t e ,
Though I to hem  in m ak in ge  am unm ete,
Yit m o s t e  I s c h e w e  it forth  that is  in m e .
Bokenham , in h is  L iv e s  of the S a in ts ,  r e f e r s  to G ow er, C haucer
and L ydgate  t im e  and again  as the th r e e  g rea t  l ig h ts  of E n g lish
l i t e r a tu r e .  H aw es a ls o  m a k es  Gower one o f  the sa m e  l i t e r a r y
tr in ity .  C axton's  ed it ion  of the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis ,  p r in ted  in
1483, w a s  apparently  a " b e s t - s e l l e r "  o f  the la te  f ifteen th  century .
And B e r th e le t t e ,  another f if teen th  cen tu ry  p r in te r ,  in trodu ced  the
s a m e  w o rk  w ith  w arm  p r a is e  of its  au thor's  pure E n g lish  and h is
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59n ative  s im p l ic i ty .  D uring  the E lizab eth an  p er io d  G ow er's  
p opularity  s e e m s  not to have  w aned at a l l .  M acau lay  has counted  
th ir ty  i l lu s tr a t iv e  quotations fro m  G ow er in B en  J o n so n 's  E n g lish  
G r a m m a r ,  co m p a red  to tw e n ty -f iv e  from  C h au cer ,  and fou rteen  
each  from  L ydgate  and Sir T h om as M ore .  In R obert G r e e n e 's  
V is io n  the poet is  in troduced , with C h au cer ,  as one of the two  
a cce p te d  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  of the "pleasant and sen ten t io u s  s ty le s  
in s to r y - t e l l in g .  " M ost  im p r e s s iv e  of a l l ,  G ow er h im s e l f  ap p ears  
on the s ta g e  to act a s  P r o lo g u e  to four of f iv e  a c ts  in the partly  
S h a k esp er ia n  p lay , P e r i c l e s ,  w h e re  he sp eak s  in h is  own o c t o s y l l a ­
b ic  cou p let .  The C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  w as  p r e s u m a b ly  "so w e l l  known
and the author so  w e l l  e s ta b l is h e d  in reputa tion , that a p lay  e v id e n t-
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ly  gained  credit by con n ectin g  i t s e l f  with h is  n a m e. "
The d e ta i l s  recou n ted  in the p r ece d in g  p ages  a re  as  c l o s e  
as w e can co m e to fa c ts  co n cer n in g  G o w e r ' s  l i f e  and l i t e r a r y  r e ­
putation. In the c a s e  of the l i f e ,  so m e  of the "facts"  a r e  at b e s t  
q u estion ab le ,  and o th ers  t e l l  us next to nothing. T h ere  a r e ,  h o w ­
e v e r ,  a few  additional c o n je c tu r e s  that w e can  s a fe ly  m ak e  about 
the c ir c u m s ta n c e s  of h is  l i f e ,  even  though th e r e  is  l i t t le  d o c ­
um entary  ev id e n c e  to support th em . F o r  ex a m p le ,  it is  p o s s ib le  
to c la im  for Gower m o s t  of the l i t e r a r y  a cq u a in tan ces  that are  
c la im e d  for C hau cer , at l e a s t  th o se  w r i t e r s  of im p o rta n ce  who
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l iv e d  in London. The c ir c u m s ta n c e s  of t im e ,  p la c e ,  rank, and 
s p e c ia l  in t e r e s t  w hich  com b in ed  to m ak e  Gower the  acquaintance  
of C haucer m u st  a ls o  have brought h im  into con tact w ith such  m en  as  
T h om as U sk , who, l ik e  G ow er, t r e a te d  the subjec t  of cou rtly  love;  
H enry  Scogan, the fu ture  tutor of H enry IV 's sons;  and R alph  
S trod e ,  w ith  whom  Gower s h a r e s  the ded ication  in C h a u cer 's  
T r o i lu s .  In h is  younger d a y s ,  w hen so m e  of h is C inkante B a la d es  
w e r e  probably  c o m p o se d ,  he m a y  a ls o  have  m et  F r o i s s a r t ,  who  
w as in England at the t im e ,  although G o w er 's  own b a lla d e s  r e ­
flect l i t t le  of the F r e n c h  p o et 's  in f lu en ce .  ^  A s for  W y c lif fe ,  if  
Gower knew him  it i s  not l ik e ly  that they  w e r e  on fr ie n d ly  t e r m s .  
Gow er cou ld  denounce the e v i ls  of h is  t im e  as v ig o r o u s ly  as any  
s o c ia l  c r i t i c ,  but he la c k e d  W y c l if fe 's  rev o lu tio n a ry  tem p era m en t;  
and he hated L o lla r d r y ,  w ith  w hich  W y clif fe 's  n am e w as to be  
a s s o c ia t e d ,  m o r e  p a s s io n a te ly  than the a b u ses  w hich  it a ttacked .
Other m a t t e r s ,  for e x a m p le  h is  om n iv o ro u s  read in g  (which, 
with h is  w r it in g ,  could  e a s i ly  expla in  the fac t  that he w as  b lind  
at the turn of the cen tu ry) ,  h is  in te n se  r e l ig io s i ty ,  and h is  
p o l i t ic a l  o p in io n s ,  w i l l  be d is c u s s e d  in la ter  c h a p te r s .  F o r  the  
m o m en t it is  enough to v i s u a l i z e  Gower not p red om in an tly  as  
poet,  m o r a l i s t ,  or sc h o la r ,  but as v e r y  m u ch  the m a n - o f - a f f a ir s  
- - s u r r o u n d e d  by p e r so n s  of co n seq u en ce  and on sp eak in g  t e r m s  
w ith  k ings; d eep ly  in vo lved  in m a t te r s  w hich , however., u nclear
to a s ,  w e r e  of an u n m istak ab ly  c o m m e r c ia l  kind; a c c u s to m e d  to
the c ir c u m s ta n c e s  of a p r o sp e r o u s  l i f e ,  though not g iven  to 
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f r i l l s ;  and a lm o s t  a g r e s s iv e l y  s u r e  of h im s e l f  in h is  r e a c t io n s
6 2to the m a n y -h u ed  w orld  of w hich  he w a s  v e r y  m u ch  a part.  A ll  
in a l l ,  it  is  a m o r e  a t tr a c t iv e  p ic tu r e  than that of the q u eru lou s ,  
aged  d o o m - c r ie r  of w hom  w e too often  think when h is  n am e is  
m en tion ed .
C H A PT E R  I
FOOTNOTES
'''John H. F i s h e r ,  "A C alendar of D o cu m en ts  R ela ting  
to the L ife  of John G ow er the P o e t ,  " J E G P , LVIII (1959), 1-23; 
h e r e a f te r  c ited  as  F i s h e r .
2
W orks, IV, x x iv .
3Ed. H all (Oxford, 1709), p. 414.
4
B e fo r e  h im , Thynne, in h is  A n im a d v e r s io n s ,  had 
r e je c te d  L e la n d 's  s ta te m e n t  b e c a u s e  of the d if fe r e n c e  in the coat  
of a r m s .
3W o r k s , IV, x.
^ F is h e r ,  lo c .  c it .
^ R e tr o sp e c t iv e  R ev iew , N. S. , II (1828), 103-117.
g
F i s h e r ,  p. 5.
9
F i s h e r ,  r e c o r d  no. 3.
^ W o r k s , I, x l i i i .
^ W o r k s , IV, x v i i .
^ W o r k s ,  IV, xx.
13W o rk s ,  H, e x x x v i i i .
^ W o r k s ,  IV, x x i i .  R ef. to A nnals (16.15), p. 326.
^ W o r k s ,  IV, x x i i i .
33
17In D e P a c i s  C om m en datione  in p r a is e  of H enry IV, 
G ow er s a y s  that in the f i r s t  y ea r  of H en ry 's  r e ig n  he b e c a m e  blind.  
And in the MSS of the V ox C lam  antis  he s ta te s  that in the seco n d  
y ea r  of H en ry 's  r e ig n  he c e a s e d  to w r ite  b e c a u s e  h e  w a s  blind. 
H enry  w as crow n ed  in O cto b er ,  1399, so  1400 m igh t be c a l le d  
e ith er  the f i r s t  or s eco n d  year  of h is  r e ig n .
18
In la te r  MSS th is  r e f e r e n c e  w as d e le te d  w hen Gower  
could  no lo n g er  support R ich a rd 's  p o l ic ie s .
19 F i s h e r ,  r e c o r d  no. 78. F i s h e r  s u g g e s t s  that this  
gift m a y  h ave  b een  m ad e  on r e c e ip t  of a m a n u sc r ip t  v e r s io n  of 
the CA d ed ica ted  to H enry.
^ F i s h e r ,  p. 22.
21 S cr ip t .  B r it .  , I, 414; c i te d  fro m  W ork s, IV, ix.
^ G o w e r  d o e s ,  h o w e v er ,  p r a i s e  the p o ten t ia li ty  for  
good of the la w y e r 's  cra ft  (VC, VI, i i ) .
23 M acau lay , in a so m ew h a t  co n tr a d ic to r y  footnote ,  
ad m its  the p o s s ib le  s ig n if ic a n c e  of th is  line;; W o r k s , I, x x v i,  note .
^ G o w e r  d o e s ,  in fac t ,  p r a is e  the w oo l trad e  in  
p a r t ic u la r .  But even  so  th e r e  i s  not m u ch  d if fe r e n c e  b e tw een  h is  
m o s t  g en t le  and h is  m o s t  s e v e r e  c r i t i c i s m s .
25 A s for  L eland , h is  d ep en d ability  a s  a sou rce  is  
so m ew h a t  s tren g th en ed  by F i s h e r ' s  r e s e a r c h ,  a s  noted  below .
26IV (London, 1889), 156-7 .
2 ^ F is h e r ,  r e c o r d  no. 52.
W ork s, IV, xxv .
2^W orks, lo c .  c i t .
30 S ee  the c o m m e n ts  on the su b jec t  of G ow er's  
v i l la in y  b e lo w , p. 17.
^ F i s h e r ,  pp. 14-18.
34
32 F i s h e r ,  r e c o r d  no. 10.
33 F i s h e r ,  r e c o r d  no. 37.
34 I b i d . , p. 14.
35
I b i d . , r e c o r d s  no. 3 4 -4 6 .
"^Ibid. , r e c o r d  no. 56.
37 In June of the s a m e  year  Gower a ls o  acq u ired  the  
y e a r ly  ren t  of i  10 from  the Septvaun m an or  o f  W ygeb ergh , E s s e x ,  
m en tio n ed  above.
38Including one John de B rok h u ll,  p r e su m a b ly  a 
r e la t iv e  of T h om as B rok h u ll who in 1377 r e l e a s e d  lan d s in Kent 
to S ir  John F r e e b o d y ,  r e c to r  of B octon  Aluph, and John G ow er  
(F i s h e r ,  r e c o r d  no. 60).
39 F i s h e r ,  r e c o r d  no. 53.
40 N otab ly  on the e v id e n c e  of S ir  John F r e e b o d y ,  
ap p aren tly  the s a m e  m an  w ho, w ith  G ow er, r e c e iv e d  land s from  
B rokhull ( s e e  note38, above).  In other w o r d s ,  the  s a m e  F r e e b o d y  
who t e s t i f ie d  a g a in s t  G ow er in 1365 w as h is  partn er  in 1377.
4 1 W orks, IV, xv.
42 F i s h e r  d icounts  th is  id ea . The Cobham lin k  b e tw een  
the tr a n s a c t io n s  c o n c e r n in g  both A ldyngton and K entw ell s e e m s  to 
him  c o n c lu s iv e  p ro o f  that in both c a s e s  it i s  the p oet who is  in ­
vo lv e d .
4 3 F i s h e r ,  p. 17.
44Ibid. , r e c o r d  no. 53. W il l ia m  de C h irch eh u ll and 
Sir N ic h o la s  de L o v ey n e  a r e  d e s c r ib e d  in the re p o r t  a s  th e  ch ie f  
in f lu e n c e s  on the h e ir ,  but G ow er is  a ls o  m en tion ed .
45 I b id . , r e c o r d  no. 54.
35
46 A ctu a lly  the w i l l  m en tio n s  Southw e l l  and Moulton; 
both M acau lay  and M o r le y  fa i le d  in th e ir  a ttem p ts  to id en tify  any  
m anor n am ed  Southw ell.  A cco rd in g  to F i s h e r ,  "Southwell" w as  
a lm o s t  c e r ta in ly  a s c r ib a l  e r r o r ,  and " F e ltw e ll"  w as the nam e  
in tended . (F is h e r ,  pi 21. )
47 F i s h e r ,  p. 18.
48 M acau lay  h im s e l f  s u g g e s t s  as  m uch.
49 E ile e n  P o w e r ,  M ed iev a l P e o p le  (New York, 1924),
p. 166.
50 C o n s id e r  the fo llo w in g  tr a n s la te d  ex c e r p t  fro m  the  
M irour (25360 ff. ): "O w o o l ,  n ob le  d am e, thou art the g o d d ess  of 
m e r c h a n ts ,  to s e r v e  th ee  th ey  a re  a ll  ready; by thy good fortune  
and thy w ea lth  thou m a k e s t  s o m e  m ount high, and o th ers  thou  
b r in g e s t  to ru in  . . . Thou ar t  c h e r is h e d  throughout the w orld ,  
and the land w h e r e  thou art born  m a y  do g r e a t  th in gs  by r e a s o n  
of th ee .  Thou ar t  c a r r ie d  throughout the w o r ld  by land and s e a ,  
but thou g o e s t  to the w e a lth ie s t  m en . . . ". (Ibid. , p. 129. ) ,
51 F i s h e r ,  r e c o r d  no. 77.
52
Ibid. , r e c o r d  no. 81. F i s h e r  c i te s  two other  
m em o ra n d u m s  of m a in p r is e  in w hich  a John Gower is  m en tion ed ,  
but th e r e  is  no e v id e n c e  that t h e s e  in v o lv e  the poet.
53 I b i d . , p. 23.
54W o r k s , IV, x v i i .
3 ^M orley , o p . c i t . , p. 158.
The c u m u la t iv e  e f fec t  of th is  l i s t  g iv e s  the re a d e r  an 
in te r e s t in g  in s ig h t  into the a tm o sp h e r e  of the G ow er h ou seho ld .
S ee  P o w e r ,  for ex a m p le ,  on the su b jec t  of such  i t e m s  as  m e d ie v a l  
b e d s ,  (op. c it .  , p. 167).
C n
F o r  e x a m p le s  of c o m p a ra b le  w i l l s  s e e  P o w e r ' s  
M ed iev a l P e o p le ,  pp. 138, 166-71, or C h a u ce r 's  W o r ld , com p,  
by Edith R ic k e r t  (New York, 1948), pp. 401-07 .
58 T h is  and the fo llow in g  r e f e r e n c e s  a re  c ited  from  
W orks, IV, v i i i - x .
f
36
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G ow er t e l l s  us h e  has s im p le  t a s t e s .  He p r e fe r s  
pla in  m e a t s ,  for  e x a m p le ,  to p h e a sa n ts ,  sw ans and the l ik e  (M ir.  
26293 ff. ) but it  is  c le a r  that h is  ta s t e  is  a m a tte r  of c h o ic e ,  not  
n e c e s s i t y .
He is  as s u r e  of h im s e l f  w hen he d e c la r e s  h im s e l f  
m a s te r  of h is  own h o u seh o ld  (M ir. 4186 ff. ) as  when he c r i t i c i z e s  the  
s o v e r e ig n s  under whom  he l i v e s .
II
GOWER: THE CONSCIENCE OF THE TIMES
H isto r ia n s  a r e  a lm o s t  u n iv e r s a l ly  s u sc e p t ib le  to a b ia s ,  
d e te r m in is t  in c h a r a c te r ,  w hich  G ow er h im s e l f  w ould have b een  
the f i r s t  to ob ject  to: w ith  th e ir  long  backw ard lo o k s ,  they  u su a lly  
b eg in  and end by defin ing  any g iven  age  as  the incubation  p er io d  
of the age  that w as  to fo llow  it. The M iddle A g es  have  b een  p e ­
c u l ia r ly  v u ln e r a b le  to th is  trea tm en t;  th e ir  v e r y  n am e su g g e s t s  
an in te r im  period; and even  now, when w e r e a l ly  know b e tte r ,  it 
i s  s t i l l  a co m m o n  habit of m ind  to think of them  as the a fterm ath  
of the C la s s i c a l  A ge or as  the p re lu d e  to the R e n a is sa n c e .  We m u st  
keep  rem in d in g  o u r s e lv e s  that m en  l iv in g  in fo u r te e n th -c e n tu r y  
England, for e x a m p le ,  w e r e  by no m e a n s  a w are  that th e ir s  w as  
a tr a n s it io n a l  a g e - - a t  l e a s t  not in the h is to r ia n 's  s e n s e  of the  
w ord. They did not know that in Edward I l l ' s  r e ig n  "the R e ­
fo r m a t io n  w a s  a lr e a d y  d e f in ite ly  in s igh t.  It w ould have sh ock ed  
them  to le a r n  that the P e a s a n t ' s  R evo lt  of 1381 w a s  the f i r s t  
p itch ed  b attle  b e tw een  Labor and Capital; nor did they  r e c o g n iz e  
that C a la is  w as  the f i r s t  of E ngland's  m any c o lo n ie s ;  nor that su ch
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d ev e lo p m en ts  a s  th e ir  h a l f - c o n s c io u s  s p ir i t  of n a t io n a l ism ,  and 
the G reat P la g u e  of 1349, and the r i s e  of a new  c l a s s  of pow erfu l  
m e r c h a n ts ,  had a lr ea d y  sounded the death kn ell  of the feudal sy s te m ;  
l e a s t  of a l l  did they  s u sp e c t  that th e ir  grow ing  im p a t ie n c e  w ith  a 
w ayw ard  c le r g y ,  th e ir  w i l l in g n e s s  to ap p rop ria te  its  lands  and 
t i th e s ,  w ould even tu a lly  help  to br ing  down the e d if ic e  of m e d ie v a l  
C a th o l ic sm  about th e ir  h ea d s .  The v e r y  thought of m o s t  of t h e s e  
d ev e lo p m en ts  w ould  have  con v in ced  th o se  good p eop le  of what they  
a lr ea d y  m o r e  or l e s s  b e l ie v e d :  that the day of judgm ent, not a 
r e n a i s s a n c e ,  w a s  at hand.
G ow er w ould  not h ave  b e e n - - w a s  n o t - -a n  excep tion  in th is  
r e s p e c t .  If he fo r e s a w  anything beyond the im m e d ia te  fu ture , it  
w a s ,  in fa c t ,  that v e r y  D o o m sd a y  and the L a s t  Judgm ent that  
w ould fo llow . He w as even  a bit o b s e s s e d  w ith  the su b jec t ,  
p a r t ic u la r ly  in B ook  VII of the V ox C la m a n t is ,  w h e r e  h e  d e s c r ib e s  
w ith  gu sto  and graphic  d e ta il  the  hour of our death , w hen our e y e s  
a r e  f ix ed  and our ton gu es  s ilen t;  or w hen h e  d w e lls  on the e v e r ­
la s t in g  to r m e n ts  of the damned; or w hen  he a ck n o w led g es  the
2
p e r ish a b i l i ty  of a ll  that the w o r ld  holds d ea r .  B eyond  th is ,  it 
w as quite enough for h im  to cope w ith th ings as th ey  w e r e .  Even  
in th is ,  he gave  up at the la s t ,  or at l e a s t  c la im e d  that su ch  w as  
h is  intention:
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I m a y  noght s t r e c c h e  up to the heven e  
Min hand, ne se t ten  al in even e  
T his  w o r ld ,  w hich  e v e r e  is  in b a lance:
It stant noght in m y  su ff ica n ce  
So g r e te  th in ges  to c o m p a s s e ,
B ot I m ot l e t e  it o v e r p a s s e  
And tr e te n  upon o th re  th in g es .
(C A , I, 1 -7 . )
A ctu a lly ,  G ow er w as  too m uch  the m e n to r ,  the m o r a l i s t ,  to a b ­
d ica te  that r o le  e n t ir e ly ,  even  in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n t is ,  the l e a s t  
d id actic  of h is  w o r k s .  T h ere  is  even  an in c o r r ig ib le  o p t im ism  
im p l ic i t  in h is  p e r s i s t e n t  e f fo r ts  to p e r su a d e  h is  fe l lo w  m en  that they  
m u st  take a s tr a ig h te r  w ay. He cannot g iv e  up the effort  although  
he is  con v in ced  that it  is  u s e l e s s .
In te l le c tu a l ly ,  h o w e v e r ,  G ow er w as a p e s s i m is t .  D e sp ite  
h is  em o tio n a l anger at the w ay of the w o r ld ,  w hich  g iv e s  l i f e  to 
the M irour de l 'O m m e and the Vox C la m a n t is ,  and d e sp ite  h is  
d e te r m in e d  and s u c c e s s f u l  attem pt to be en terta in in g  in the 
C o n fe ss io  A m a n tis ,  h is  w ork  i s  n e v e r t h e l e s s  p e r m e a te d  w ith an 
abiding d e sp a ir ,  from  w hich this w or ld ,  at l e a s t ,  o f fe r s  no 
e s c a p e .  What i s  even  the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis ,  a fter  a l l ,  but the  
s to r y  of an aging lo v e r  who r e c e i v e s ,  by w ay of ab so lu tion , the  
death of lo v e  ?
F o r  a ll  of C h a u ce r 's  jo l ly  m i l l e r s  and "parfit knyghts, " 
th is  p e s s i m i s m  w as the tru e  in te l le c tu a l  c u r r e n c y  of the age.
To s o m e  extent it  w a s ,  in G ow er, an a n g l ic iz e d  and l e s s  e legan t  
p r e c u r s o r  of that con tin en ta l W e l t s c h m e r z  of w hich  H uiz inga w r ite s :
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A so m b r e  m e la n c h o ly  w e ig h s  on p e o p le 's  
s o u ls .  W hether w e rea d  a c h r o n ic le ,  a p oem ,  
a s e r m o n ,  a l e g a l  docum ent even , the s a m e  
^ im p r e s s io n  of im m e n s e  s a d n e ss  is  produced  by
them  a ll .  It w ould  som etx im es s e e m  as if  th is  
p er iod  had b een  p a r t ic u la r ly  unhappy. . . .  It 
w a s,  so  to sa y ,  bad form  to p r a i s e  the w orld  
and l i f e  op en ly .  It w a s  fa sh io n a b le  to s e e  on ly  
its  su ffe r in g  and m is e r y ,  to d is c o v e r  e v e r y w h e r e  
s ig n s  of d e ca d en ce  and of the near  e n d - - in  sh ort ,  
to condem n the t im e s  or to d e s p is e  th em .
But as  for G ow er, th ere  w as  c o n s id e r a b ly  m o r e  than fa sh io n  to  
d ic ta te  h is  outlook; m o r e ,  even , than the in fluen ce  of r e l ig io n ,  
about w hich  som eth in g  w il l  be sa id  la t e r .  G ow er w as v e r y  m uch  
the c i t i z e n  of the w o r ld ,  too  in vo lved  in it, a s  w e have s e e n ,  to 
a llo w  h im s e l f  the lu xu ry  of r e a c t in g  to its  apparent d eca d en ce  
w ith  ennui or the s te r e o ty p e d  pratin gs  o f  the r e c lu s e  or  the m i s ­
anthrope. The p e r v a s iv e  p e s s i m i s m ,  for a ll  that it  w as "in the  
a ir ,  " had c a u s e s  that w e r e  tang ib le  enough; and t h e s e ,  to so m e  
exten t,  exp la in  the dark  c a s t  of G ow er's  thoughts , as  they  do, to 
v a ry in g  d e g r e e s ,  the v i s io n s  of Langland, the com p la in ts  of 
R ich a rd  de B u ry , and the h e r e s i e s  of W ycliffe .  A ll  of t h e s e  m en  
w e r e  con v in ced  that the w or ld  that they  knew w as o r g a n ic a l ly  i l l  
and dying of it s  i l l n e s s .  But G o w er 's  is  the m o s t  au th en tica lly  
m e d ie v a l  of th e ir  la m en ts  b e c a u s e ,  for one thing, he s e e s  no  
la s t in g  r e m e d y ,  and, for an other , the p a l l ia t iv e s ,  the te m p o r a r y  
r e f o r m s  that he s u g g e s t s ,  far from  being  p r o g r e s s iv e ,  a r e  ac tu a lly  
r e t r o g r e s s i v e  in c h a r a c te r .  Says he:
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If I s c h a l  draw e in  to m y  m ynde  
The ty m e  p a s s e d ,  thanne I fynde  
The w orld  stod  thanne in al h is  w elth e:
Tho w a s  the l i f  of m an  in h e lth e ,
Tho w as p len te ,  tho w a s  r i c h e s s e ,
Tho w as  the fortu ne of p r o u e s s e ,
Tho w as knyhthode in p r is  be  n a m e,
W herof the w yde w o r ld e s  fa m e  
W rite  in C ronique i s  y it  w ith holde .
. . . .  Now s tant the  crop  under the r o te ,
The w o r ld  i s  changed  o v e r a l ,
And th ero f  m o s t  in s p e c ia l  
That lo v e  i s  fa l le  into d is c o r d .
(CA. P r o l .  93-100 , 118-121)
The evoca tion  o f  a bygone age ,  of "the good old days"  to 
w hich  the p r e s e n t  w or ld  can not be co m p a red , w a s ,  of c o u r s e ,  a 
l i t e r a r y  convention  in G o w er 's  t im e;  but it w as  a ls o  a sym ptom  
of a dying w orld . If one is  to a p p rec ia te  G o w er 's  dark  but 
fa s c in a t in g  v is io n  of l i f e ,  one should  keep  in m ind  the fact  that,  
l ik e  a lm o s t  a l l  of h is  m o r e  s e n s i t iv e  c o n te m p o r a r ie s ,  he  w as  
a w a re  that h is  age w as  m o s t  c h a r a c te r iz e d  by th is  old  ord er  
w aning ra th er  than by the new  o rd er  b ein g  born . The s ig n p o sts  of  
the w o r ld 's  d is in te g r a t io n  w e r e  e v e r y w h e r e  apparent.  A g rea t  
u p su rge  in the e x p r e s s io n  of s o c ia l  d isco n ten t  w as o c c u r r in g ,  
m o s t  of it on l e v e l s  w hich  the l i t e r a r y  and s o c ia l  h is to r ia n s  have  
g e n e r a l ly  ig n o r e d - - th e  s e r m o n ,  the b a llad , the fo lk - t a le ,  "a rude  
m ountain  torrent^" as P r o f e s s o r  O w st c a l l s  it ,  "rushing h a l f ­
c o n c e a le d  in its  ro ck y  bed w hich  c e a s e l e s s l y  fe e d s  and l in k s  up
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the grander la k es  of our m e d ie v a l  l i t e r a tu r e .  " E ven  n atu ra l
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c a l a m i t i e s ,  "acts of God" as w e s t i l l  c a l l  th em , w e r e  th e m s e lv e s  
p r o te s t s ;  ev en ts  l ik e  the B la c k  D eath  of 1349, and the o ther  p lagu es  
w hich  fo llo w ed  throughout the cen tu ry ,  w e r e  thought to be the e x ­
p r e s s io n s  in ou traged  n a tu re  of m an k in d's  fo l ly  and the o m en s  of the  
im m in e n t  end o f  the w orld .  Man had on ly  h im s e l f  to b la m e  for  
t h e m :
And C o n s c ie n c e  w ith  a C r o is  com  for to p r e c h e .
He p r e id e  the p ep le  have  p ite  of h e m - s e l v e ,
And p rev ed  th a ^ th is  p e s t i l e n c e s  w e o r e  for  
p u ire  synne.
We sh a ll  in v e s t ig a te  G o w er 's  own attitude tow ard s n a tu re  in a 
l a t e r  chapter; c e r ta in ly  the a lr e a d y  quoted l in e s  e x p r e s s e d  h is  
g e n e r a l  fe e l in g .  A s for the "puire synne , " the poet w a s  con v in ced  
that it  had in fec te d  e v e r y  l e v e l  of s o c ie ty .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  G o w er 's  
id e a s  of what con st itu ted  s o c ia l  e v i ls  m igh t s e e m  s u r p r is in g  to 
a m o d ern  r e a d e r  o r ie n te d  to the c u s to m a r y  " h is to r ica l"  point  
of v ie w .  T his  m o s t  " m oral"  of p o e ts  w ould  find few  ch am p ion s  of  
h is  m o r a l i ty  in our own t im e .  It i s  an in te r e s t in g  e x e r c i s e  to v ie w  
the cu r r e n t  even ts  of the fo u rteen th  cen tu ry  through G ow er's  
c r i t i c a l  but unprophetic  e y e s .  T h e r e  w e r e  not m an y  i s s u e s  of 
the t im e s  that e s c a p e d  h is  n o t ice .
If M a ca u la y 's  c o n c lu s io n  is  c o r r e c t ,  that the M irou r de
£
l 'O m m e  w a s  c o m p o se d  b e tw een  1376 and 1379, G ow er m u s t  have  
b een  w ie ld in g  h is  pen in an a ttack  on the l a s t  y e a r s  of Edw ard I l l ' s
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r e ig n  b e fo re  the aged  m o n a rch  w as fa ir ly  co ld  in h is  g r a v e .  The
M iro u r ,  in it s  broad  ou tlin e , tr e a ts  of the fou rteen th  cen tu ry  w orld
in a v e r y  general way: th e r e  is  the standard  ca ta lo g u e  of v i c e s  and
v ir tu e s  (11. 841--18378); a c o m m e n ta r y  on the v a r io u s  e s ta te s  of
m an  (11.18421--26604);  another on m a n 's  s in fu ln e s s  a s  the c a u se
of corrup tion  in the w or ld  (11. 2 6 6 0 5 - -2 7 3 6 0 ) ;  and a p r im e r  on
the w ays  by w hich  m an  m a y  win sa lv a t io n . But th e s e  g e n e r a l  and
c o m m o n p la ce  th e m e s  a re  shot through  with the p o e t 's  own f ir e ,
a im e d  at m o r e  s p e c if ic  t a r g e t s .  In the se c t io n  d ea lin g  w ith  the
e s ta t e s  of Man, Gower p a s s e s  the w hole  of C h r is ten d o m  in
r e v ie w ,  rank after  rank, from  the cou rt  o f  R o m e on down. One
o rd er  a fter  another i s  con d em n ed , none m o r e  fo r c e fu l ly  than the
c le r g y .  Sin is  the ru ling  fo r c e  in the w orld .
Je  d is ,  e n s i  c o m m e  l 'a u tr e  gent,
Qe plus sont fo r te s  l e s  m a l i c e s ,
Sique P e c c h £  co m m u n em en t  
P a r  tout g o v ern e  a son  ta len t  
L 'e s c o le s  et l e s  a r t e f i c e s .
(M ir . 18416--18420. )
But it is  in te r e s t in g  to  note  that, during the l in e s  that fo llo w , in  
w hich  Gower m a n a g es  to denounce the e n t ire  c le r g y  fr o m  P o p e  to 
lo w ly  f r ia r  (11. 18421--21780), he a ls o  c o m e s  to the d e fe n se  of the  
C hurch and it s  p o s s e s s io n s ,  w hich  w e r e ,  even  at th is  t im e ,  th rea ten ed  
w ith  heavy  taxation  at the hands of P a r l ia m e n t .  The F r e n c h  w a rs  
had b een  ren ew ed  in 1369, and t h e s e  p r o f i t l e s s  exp ed it ion s  w e r e
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an ath em a to G ow er, p a r t ic u la r ly  in so  far as  th ey  m ad e  it n e c e s s a r y  
for the king to c a l l  upon P a r l ia m e n t  for m o r e  and s t i l l  m o r e  m o n ey ,  
and that a g en cy , w ith the back ing  of the L a n c a s tr ia n  party , in turn  
dem an ded  that the p ro p erty  of the C hurch b e  taxed . S in ce  Gower  
h im s e l f  w as a n o n - c le r i c  and the ow ner of s e c u la r  la n d s ,  he m u st  
h ave  fe l t  through h is  own p ocketbook  the burden  of the k in g 's  w a r s .
In opp osing  P a r l ia m e n t ,  then, he s e e m s  to have  b een  actin g  on 
p r in c ip le ,  a v e r y  c o n s e r v a t iv e  p r in c ip le ,  a g a in s t  h is  p ecu n ia ry  
in t e r e s t s .  He did not know it ,  but in op p osing  P a r l ia m e n t ' s  l e v ie s  
on the Church, he w as  a ls o  opp osing  the h is to r ia n s ,  who a r e  a c c u s ­
to m ed  to s e e  in th o se  ex a c t io n s  an in d ir e c t  m e a n s  w h ereb y  the  
l i b e r t i e s  of England w e r e  advanced .
On other m a t te r s  c o n cer n in g  the r e ig n  of Edward III, G ow er's  
attitude is  ju st  as  c o n s e r v a t iv e ,  if  m o r e  p r e d ic ta b le .  F o r  e x a m p le ,  
th e r e  is  the  in d ic tm en t  of the re la t io n sh ip  b etw een  the king and 
A lic e  P e r r e r s .  The fact  that the young lad y  w as th e  c o m fo r te r  of  
E dw ard II in h is  la s t  y e a r s  m ight not have  provoked  any s p e c ia l  
c o m m e n t  fro m  Gower; but the h is t r io n ic s  w ith  w hich  sh e  p layed  
out h er  r o le ,  and, w o r s e ,  the k in g 's  in d u lgen ce  of h e r ,  w e r e  the  
sca n d a l of the r e a lm .  G over w as not the one to l e t  the m a tter  
p a s s .
A l ic e  P e r r e r s ,  l ik e  C h a u ce r 's  w ife ,  had b een  com m en d ed
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to E d w a rd ’s c a r e  by h is  dying queen, and the r e s u l t  of h is  s o l i c i ­
tude had b een  d is a s t r o u s .  The cou rt  went in fea r  of h e r .  She  
b e c a m e ,  at t im e s ,  a lm o s t  the on ly  in te r m e d ia r y  betw een  the r u le r  
and h is  p eo p le .  E ven  m a g is t r a t e s  in the cou rt  had to y ie ld  to her  
ju d g m e n ts .  P e r h a p s  w o r s t  o f  a l l ,  from  G o w er 's  point of v ie w ,
her  sy m p a th ie s  w e r e  w ith the L a n c a s tr ia n  p arty  of the unpopular John  
7
of Gaunt.
In the M irour de l 'O m m e , Gower c r i t i c i z e s  th is  s ituation
under the th in n est  of d i s g u i s e s .  F a ir ly  enough, he in d ic ts  not
on ly  A l ic e  P e r r e r s ,  but a l s o  the k ing who indulged h e r .  He u s e s
the B ib l ic a l  s to r y  of the k ing  w h o se  p ages  t r y  to outdo each  other
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in a n sw e r in g  h is  q u estion , "What is  s t r o n g e s t? "  One a n sw er  is
that w om en  a r e .  Gower d o es  not w a s te  h is  chance:
M ais  ly  s e c o n d e s  resp on d y  
Qe fe m m e s  son t p lus fo r t  de luy;
Car f e m m e s  s c ie v o n t  Roy dan ter .
(M i r . 2 2 7 7 7 - -7 7 9 .  )
But th is  i s  on ly  the beginning:
V ior d is t  qui fe m m e  e s t  p u is sa n t ,
Et c e  v o it  om  du m ein ten an t:
D ieu s  p e n se  de l e s  m a ls  g u a r ir ,
Q'as toute  s la y s  e s t  d isord an t,
Qe fe m m e  en t e r r e  s o i t  regn an t,
Et R o is  soubgit  pour luy  s e r v ir .
R o is  e s t  d es  f e m m e s  trop  d ecu ,
Quant p lus l e s  a y m e que son  d ieu ,
Dont la i s t  honour pour fo ld elit:
C il R o is  ne s e r r a  pas c r e m u ,
Q 'en s i  v o e t  l a i s s e r  son  e s c u  
Et q u e r r e  le  b a ta i l le  ou l i t .
(M ir . 2 2 8 0 7 --2 2 8 1 8 .  )9
"That king w il l  not be fe a r e d  who w ants  to le a v e  h is  s h ie ld  and 
s e e k  battle  in bed . " This is  ra th er  s tron g  lan gu age  w ith  w hich  
to c r i t i c i z e  a king, but a ju s t  c o m m e n t ,  it  w ould s e e m ,  on an 
in to le r a b le  s ituation .
G o w er 's  r e a c t io n  to the P e a s a n t  U p r is in g  of 1381 is  the  b e s t  
known of h is  r e f e r e n c e s  to co n te m p o r a r y  e v e n ts ,  and, o n ce  aga in ,  
h is  attitude is  at v a r ia n c e  w ith  that of the s o c ia l  h i s to r ia n s .  The  
r e v o l t  of the p e a sa n ts  had its  o r ig in s  in su ch  ev en ts  a s  the P la g u e ,  
after  w hich  L ab or , for p erh ap s the f i r s t  t im e ,  found i t s e l f  in a 
s e l l e r ' s  m ark et;  and it had it s  im m e d ia te  c a u s e s  in the e x c e s s i v e  
ta x e s  en forced  by the c o u n s e l lo r s  of the young R ich a rd  II. T h e s e  
s o c io - e c o n o m ic  in f lu en ce s  w e r e  not, h o w e v er ,  the  c a u s e s  o f  the  
u p r is in g  a cco r d in g  to John G ow er. H is own exp lanation  of th em  
is  m o r e  su b je c t iv e  and yet m o r e  tru e  to the understan d in g  of h is  
a g e .  As far a s  he w a s  co n c e r n e d ,  th e r e  w a s  no p o s s ib i l i t y  of the  
sy m p a th e t ic  v ie w  w ith w hich  la te r  w r i t e r s  w e r e  to tr e a t  the r e ­
b e l l io n .  It w a s ,  he b e l iev ed ,  one m o r e  sym ptom  of £he g e n e r a l  
co rru p tio n  of the t im e s ,  as m u ch  a d isru p tio n  of the n atu ra l ord er  
(that i s ,  of God's o rd er)  as the p lague had b een . The b e a s t - a l -  
le g o r y  by m e a n s  of w hich  he d e s c r ib e s  that d isru p tio n  in the f i r s t  
p art  of the V ox C lam an tis  i s  b e tter  under s to o d - -a n d  b e c o m e s
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c r e a t iv e ly  the m o r e  i m p r e s s i v e - - i f  w e keep  th is  point of v ie w  in 
m ind. F o r  G ow er, the u p r is in g  of the p ea sa n tr y  w as as u n im a g in ­
ab le  as an u p r is in g  of the a n im a l k in g d o m --a n d  as p e r v e r s e .  His  
r e a c t io n ,  a c r y  o f  unaffected  h o rro r  and d is m a y ,  g o e s  m uch  
d eep er  than the p r e ju d ic e s  of a p a r t icu la r  c l a s s ,  although th o se  
p r e ju d ic e s  undoubtedly p layed  th e ir  part in ju st i fy in g  it. It i s ,  
m o s t  of a l l ,  the r e a l iz a t io n  of a world that is  out of jo in t,  at odds  
with a l l  that in the  m e d ie v a l  m in d  con st itu ted  o rd er  and truth.
We can only  g u e s s  at the e f fec t  of the u p r is in g  on the p o e t 's  
p e r s o n a l  l i f e .  The d is tu rb a n c es  began  in the co u n tr ie s  of Kent 
and E s s e x ,  in both of w hich  G ow er had p rop erty ,  and they  quickly  
s p rea d  to London i t s e l f ,  w h e r e  he w as  p r e su m a b ly  l iv in g  at the  
t im e .  At one point in h is  accoun t, Gower d e s c r ib e s  h im s e l f ,  
along  w ith a ll  m en  of s ta t ion  and le a r n in g ,  as f le e in g  to the w oods  
and f ie ld s  to e s c a p e  the  v e n g e a n c e  of the m ob . A p oetic  invention ,  
p erh a p s ,  but on the other hand, when one c o n s id e r s  the p o e t 's  
rank  and h is  sy m p a th ie s ,  it i s  p la u s ib le  enough to p ic tu re  him  
am ong the d i s p o s s e s s e d  and hunted r e fu g e e s .  C er ta in ly  it w ould  
help  to exp la in  the c o n tro l led  but p a s s io n a te  ra g e  that c o lo r s  h is  
accoun t.
In any c a s e ,  h is  d e s c r ip t io n  of the r e b e l l io n ,  even  in t r a n s ­
la t io n ,  ^  is  a fa sc in a t in g  one, the m o r e  so  b e c a u s e  it s e e m s  to 
be e n t ir e ly  o r ig in a l  w ith h im . T his is  not the p la c e ,  nor I the
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q u alif ied  p e r s o n ,  to sp eak  in any d e ta i l  of the l i t e r a r y  m e r i t s  of
the V ox C la m a n t is . A m ong th o s e  who have a lr ea d y  d is c u s s e d  the
v a lu e  of its  Latin  th e r e  s e e m s  to be c o n s id e r a b le  d is a g r e e m e n t;
to s o m e  extent, the op in ions o f  d if fere n t  s c h o la r s  s e e m  to be
dependent on w hether  th e ir  f a m il ia r i ty  with Latin  is  with the
c l a s s i c a l  or the m e d ie v a l  v a r ie ty .  ^  H o w ev er ,  the a r t i s t r y  of
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G o w er 's  con cep t  of the w o r k - - p a r t i c u la r ly  of B ook  I - - d o e s  not 
r e q u ir e  the know led ge  of a L atin is t;  and a b r ie f  m en tion  of it  h e r e  
i s  of s o m e  r e le v a n c y  to a la te r  d is c u s s io n  of the o rg a n iz a tio n  of 
the C o n fe s s io  Am  a n t i s —the m o r e  so  b e c a u se  it has r e c e iv e d  l i t t le  
attention  h e r e to fo r e .  I h ave  a lr e a d y  r e m a r k e d  on the a p p r o p r ia te ­
n e s s  of the b e a s t - a l l e g o r y  and i t s  r e la t io n  to the o u trage  w hich ,  
in G o w er 's  v ie w , the u p r is in g  had done to the natu ral o r d e r .  How  
f it t in g ,  then, that on the m orn in g  of the day p r e c e d in g  the p o e t 's
d rea m  v is io n ,  a s tra n g e  lig h t  should  b r ea k  in the W est ,  and the
<&•
sun should  r i s e  fro m  that q u arter .  Y et th is  s tr a n g e  and om in ous  
note  d o e s  not p reven t  the day fro m  b e in g  one of g r e a t  b eau ty , the  
con ven tion a l but lo v e ly  sp r in g  d ay  of a l l  the m e d ie v a l  p o e t s ,  in 
w hich  a brigh t sun sh in es  on m e a d o w s ,  f lo w e r s ,  and f lo c k s ,  and 
the a ir  r in g s  w ith the song of b ir d s ,  and "the innocent r u r a l  m a id en  
p lucked  v io le t s  to d eck  h e r s e l f  out; the earth  b o re  th em , although  
no one had sown th em . T h e r e  w e r e  as m an y  hues as n ature  a ffo rd s ,  
and the ground w as sp len d id ly  e m b r o id e r e d  w ith d if feren t  b lo o m s"
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(VC, I, 5 8 -6 2 ) .  The c o n tr a s t  b e tw een  th is  ch a rm in g  but a lr ea d y  
ta in ted  s c e n e ,  and the dark, sa v a g e  d rea m  w h ich  fo l lo w s ,  i s  as  
s tr ik in g  a s  it  is  d e l ib e r a te .  In that d r e a m ,  m en  a r e  tr a n s fo r m e d  
into b e a s t s ,  but th ey  b eh ave  a s  n e ith er  m an  nor b e a s t  is  su p p osed  
to . The a s s e s  ga llop  ov er  the f i e ld s ,  dem anding  to  b e  h o r s e s ;  the  
oxen  r e f u s e  to b ea r  th e ir  yokes;  the sw in e  r a v a g e  l ik e  w o lv e s ,  
and jo in  to g e th er  "to tea r  up the s o i l  the  m o r e .  " E ven  w a sp s  m ak e  
"a ro a r  l ik e  a b r i s t l in g  l io n .  " H ere  the v e r y  p a s s io n  of G o w er 's  
f e e l in g s  g iv e s  l i f e  to the d id actic  intent. It is  im p o s s ib le  to be  
in d if feren t  to h is  v is io n ,  h o w e v er  b ia se d  it m a y  s e e m  by tw en tie th -  
cen tu ry  s ta n d a rd s .  Indeed, even  the b ia s  i s  l a r g e ly  the r e s u l t  of 
G o w er 's  c h o ic e  of lan gu age .  The fa c t s ,  to the extent that he r e ­
la t e s  th e m , a r e  u su a l ly  fa ir ly  a c c u r a te .  T hu s, for e x a m p le ,  h is  
not n e c e s s a r i l y  f la t te r in g  d e s c r ip t io n  of the stunned r e a c t io n  of 
the upper c l a s s e s ,  in  w h ich  a l l  co n te m p o r a r y  accou n ts  a g r e e :
C onfused  by the g r e a t  t e r r o r  of su ch  sudden  
d e s tr u c t io n ,  the n ob il i ty  s c a r c e ly  knew  w hether  
i t s  own c l a s s  e x i s t e d .  The n ob lem an  f led  and 
w an d ered  about and th e r e  w e r e  no p la c e s  quite  
s a fe  e ith er  in the ra m p a r ts  of the c i ty  or in  w o o d ­
land r e t r e a t s .  . . . The n ob le  w ent now  h e r e ,  
now th e r e ,  l ik e  a ra in  c loud  in m o tio n , yet  th e r e  
w as no su r e  s a fe ty  . . . . B u t  the w oods  w e r e  
even  fr ig h ten ed  by t h e  w o o d s ,  the  f ie ld s  by  
f i e ld s ,  and c i ty  by  c ity ;  one  p la c e  did not "know 
how  to r e g a r d  anoth er . (VC, I, 1198-1209. )
E ven  m o r e  grap h ic ,  m o r e  im p a s s io n e d ,  is  the  p r o tr a c te d ,  p a in ­
fu l ly  d e ta i le d  p ic tu r e  of A rch b ish o p  Sudbury's  b lood y  end on
T ow er H ill at the hands of the m ob:
H asten  h e r e ,  old  m an, gather to g eth er  h e r e ,  
fa ir  youths, s e e  the c r im in a l  w a r s  the p ea sa n t  
w aged . S tr ik e  your b r e a s t ,  shed  your t e a r s ,  
la m e n t  for the body w h o se  u n h eard -o f  death  m a y  
be thus d e s c r ib e d .  . . . A la s  ! F o r  death  raged  
at the s c a r e d  a l ta r s ,  and the h igh  p r ie s t  s tood  
in l e s s  e s t e e m  than a head of ca tt le .
(VC, I, 1138-45. )
It i s  s t i l l  p o s s ib le  to rea d  t h e s e  p a g es  w ith a fa sc in a t io n  
that h as  m o r e  to do w ith  the a lm o s t  b ib l ic a l  in ten s ity  of fe e l in g  
that p e r v a d e s  th em  than w ith the even ts  that a r e  r e c o r d e d .  It is  
a ll  v e r y  p ow erfu l propaganda, the m o r e  so  in that it w as gen u in e ly
i
fe lt;  at t im e s  it s e e m s  to s im u la te  the rag in g  m o v e m e n ts  of the  
m ob , or a s t o r m - t o s s e d  s e a .
It is  into a s e a ,  in fac t ,  that the m ob i s  p r e s e n t ly  tr a n s fo r m e d  
(VC, I, x v i i ,  x v i i i ,  x ix ,  xx) w hen the b e a s t - a l l e g o r y  has s e r v e d  its  
p u rp o se .  N ow  a m o r e  g e n e r a l  a l l e g o r ic a l  s ig n if ic a n c e  is  in trod uced .  
The d r e a m e r  finds h im s e l f  upon a s to r m -th r e a te n e d  sh ip . Gower  
h an d les  th is  tra n s it io n  with c o n s id e r a b le  s k i l l .  The ship is  f i r s t  
u sed  to r e p r e s e n t  the T ow er of London, in w hich  a l l  the le a d e r s  of 
the r e a lm  have taken r e fu g e ,  the  poet a long w ith th em . Yet on ce  
the r e b e l l io n  is  q u elled , it  r e q u ir e s  but s l ig h t  exp an s ion  of the  
a l l e g o r ic a l  m ea n in g  to tr a n s fo r m  the sh ip , that i s ,  the tow er w ith  
i ts  b e le a g u e r e d  heads of s ta te ,  into a r e p r e se n ta t io n  of the s ta te  
i t s e l f - - t h e  f i r s t  u se  in E n g lish  l i t e r a tu r e ,  so far a s  I know, of the
13"ship of s tate"  d e v ic e .  Now the w a t e r - - t h e  m o b - - i s  c a lm ,  new  
s a i l s  a r e  put on, and the s a i lo r s  "rushed  forth  togeth er  and each  
h a s te n e d  to p e r fo rm  h is  duty" (VC, I, 1902). O rder  has b een  
t e m p o r a r i ly  r e s to r e d .  But G ow er has begun to m o v e  from  the
p a r t icu la r  event to the m o r e  g e n e r a l  e s t im a t io n  of the human c o n ­
d ition  w hich  is  the su bjec t  of a l l  the subsequ en t books of the Vox  
C la m a n t is .  A s w e  m ight ex p ect ,  h is  c o n c lu s io n s  a r e  not v e r y  
r e a s s u r in g .  At th is  point, h is  ship and s e a  l o s e  th e ir  a l l e g o r ic a l  
s ig n if ic a n c e  e n t ir e ly ,  in a sh ift ing  of e m p h a s is  w hich , in c o n tra s t  
to the p r e v io u s  one, is  w ithout art. The ship has b e c o m e  a r e a l  
sh ip , and G ow er has b e c o m e  a G u ll iv er .  The ship s e t s  s a i l ,  
again  is  b e s e t  by b il lo w in g  w a v e s ,  and is  d r iv en  to harbor at an 
is la n d  "m ore o p p r e s s iv e  than Scy lla"  (VC, I, xx).  In th is  i s -  
l a n d - - o n c e  c a l le d  the Island  of B ru t, in c a s e  w e did not g u e s s - -  
dw ell a w ild  p eo p le .  T h is  fact  the d r e a m e r  le a r n s  from  one of  
its  m o r e  ta lk a t iv e  inh ab itan ts.  T h e se  p eop le  a r e  "fair of fo r m ,  
but s e e ,  they have  m o r e  f i e r c e n e s s  than a w o lf 's  c r u e l  natu re .  
T hey do not fea r  la w s ,  they  o v er th ro w  right by fo r c e ,  and ju s t i c e  
fa l l s  in d efea t  b e c a u s e  of th e ir  v io le n t  w a r fa r e .  " (V C , I, 1970-  
1972). The n a t iv e  adds, as  a w is t fu l  a fterthough , that he d o es  
not think "there w ould be a w o r th ier  p eo p le  from  s u n r is e  to su n r 
s e t ,  if  th e r e  w e r e  m utual lo v e  am ong th em . " The ev i l ,  in other  
w ord s, d oes  not s te m  from  a p o l i t ic a l  or eco n o m ic  c a u s e ,  but
fro m  the breakdow n of the e th ica l ,  p a tr is t ic  idea  of ch a r ity ,  that
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i s ,  b r o th e r ly  lo v e .  Gower s e e s  no la s t in g  r e m e d y  for m a n 's  
fa i lu r e .  Only the v o ic e  of God can d isp e l  h is  g lo o m , or at l e a s t  
m it ig a te  it. The D e ity  a d v is e s  him  to adopt as  an attitude a 
cu r io u s  m ix tu r e  of fa ta l i s t ic  s t o ic i s m ,  caution , and opportu n ist ic  
a le r t n e s s .  And when the d r e a m e r  aw akens f r o m  h is  d r e a m , the  
e f fe c ts  of h is  v is io n  a re  s t i l l  v e r y  m uch  w ith  h im . The w orld  has  
r e s u m e d  the outward s e m b la n c e  of o r d e r ,  but G ow er is  not v e r y  
r e a s s u r e d .  R e m e m b e r in g  h is  d r e a m , he r e m a r k s  that "A s h ip ­
w r e c k e d  m an is  a fra id  of even  ca lm  s e a s "  (VC, I, 2074). He 
w ill  not b e  d e c e iv e d .  The p ea sa n t  is  on ly  ly ing  in w ait to w r e c k  
havoc again; the n ig h tm a re  v i s io n  i s  a p r e s a g e  of the fu ture . So 
G ow er, in o rd er  to r e l i e v e  h is  trou b led  m ind , tu rn s to the ta s k  of 
w rit in g  the V ox C la m a n t is ,  in w hich  the c a u s e s  of the e v i l  that
r o a m s  the w orld  w il l  be sought am ong the e s ta te s  of m an . D e s p i te
/
the s l ig h t  t r a c e s  in the seco n d  book  w hich  b e tra y  it s  e a r l ie r  c o m ­
p o s it io n ,  it  and the su b seq u en t books fo l lo w  n a tu ra lly  from  the  
b e la te d ly  added B ook  I, w hich , as  a s o r t  of s ta g e  se tt in g ,  s e r v e s  
i t s  p u rp o se  ad m irab ly .
C h a r a c te r is t ic a l ly ,  Gower not on ly  m ad e  additions to h is  
w ork , but em en d ed  it from  t im e  to t im e  in ord er  to d ea l w ith  
changing e v e n ts .  In the Vox C la m a n t is , one such  change w as  
prom p ted  by the papal s c h is m  w hich  began  in 1378. B ook  III 
w as apparen tly  co m p le te d  b e fo r e  that date ,  but in an in te r m e d ia te
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v e r s io n  of the poem  Gower a lte r e d  the f i r s t  tw e n ty -n in e  l in e s  in
ord er  to take th is  new  d ev e lo p m en t  into accou n t.  He u s e s  it a s  a
s ta r t in g  point for h is  w h o le s a le  a ttack  on the c le r g y :
The s c h is m  of today show s p la in ly  that th ere  
a r e  two p o p e s ,  one s c h is m a t ic  and th e  o th er  the  
prop er  one. F r a n c e  fa v o r s  the s c h is m a t ic  and 
d e c la r e s  that he ought to be r e v e r e d ,  but England  
ev e r y w h e r e  p r e s e r v e s  the r ight fa ith . . . . E v e r y  
ru le  of C h r is t  r e j e c t s  the d e lig h ts  of the  w orld ,  
but p r e la te s  now s in  in th is  r e s p e c t .  C h r is t  w as  
poor, but th ey  a r e  o v e r lo a d e d  w ith  gold . . . .
C h r is t  w a s  m e e k , 'b u t  th e ir  em pty  s h o w in e ss  m a k es  
them  a rrogan t.  He u sed  to m a k e  p e a c e ,  but now  
they  w age w a r s .  (VC. I l l ,  4 -1 5 . )
Stockton r e m a r k s  that G o w er 's  attitude w as  "typical of
E n g lish  sen t im en t  at the t im e  of the s c h is m .  . . . The pop es  of
A vignon  w e r e  under the in f lu en ce  of F r a n c e ,  E ngland 's  tra d it io n a l  
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en em y . " H ow ever ,  w hen, s o m e  tw e lv e  y e a r s  la t e r ,  G ow er ta k es
up aga in  h is  com p la in ts  co n cern in g  the papal s c h is m ,  th is  t im e  in
the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis ,  he i s  c u r io u s ly  u nw illing  to s p e c ify  w hich
is  the tr u e  P op e:
If Ethna b ren n e  in the c l e r g ie ,
A1 open ly  to m an n es  ye
At Avynoun th e x p e r ie n c e
T h e r o f  h ath  y o v e  an e v id e n c e
Of that m en  son h em  so  d iv id ed .
And y it  the c a u s e  is  noght decided;
But it i s  s e id  and e v e r e  sch a l
B etw en  tuo S to les  ly th  the fa l,
Whan that m en  w en en  b e s t  to s it te :
In ho ly  c h e r c h e  of such  a s l i t t e
Is for to r e w e  un to ous a lle ;
God gran te  it  m o te  w e l l  b e fa l le
T o w a r d e s  h im  w h ic h  h ath  th e  tr o w th e .
(CA, Pt^ol. 3Z9-341)
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G o w er 's  c r i t i c i s m  of the papal s c h is m  i s ,  h o w e v e r ,  fa ir ly  
g e n e r a l .  Not so  h is  tr e a tm e n t  of h is  te m p o r a l  r u le r ,  R ich ard  II. 
T his  i s  one of the few  in s ta n c e s  in w h ich  the op in ionated  poet can  
be s e e n  to change h is  m in d , not on ly  in the in te r v a l  b etw een  one  
w o rk  and th e  n ex t ,  but in su bseq u en t "editions"  of the s a m e  w ork .
H is bold c r i t i c i s m  of R ich ard , even  m o r e  than h is  p o s t -m o r te m  
reb uke of Edw ard III, is  w orth  c o n s id e r in g  in s o m e  d e ta i l ,  s in c e  
it  has  s o m e  b e a r in g  on the p o e t 's  d is t in c t ly  m e d ie v a l  con cep tion  
of k ingsh ip .
G ow er b e g in s  by b e in g  not on ly  to le r a n t  but indulgent of  
the boy king. In the V ox C la m a n tis  the r e le v a n t  p a s s a g e s  a r e  to 
be found in B ook  VI, v i i  and x v i i i .  Gower m u s t  h ave  w r it ten  the  
f i r s t  v e r s io n  of th is  s e c t io n  s h o r t ly  a fter  R ich a rd , at the age  of  
ten  y e a r s ,  had c o m e  to the th ron e .  The ch ild  w a s  p rov id ed  w ith  
a C ouncil of R e g e n c y ,  c o n s is t in g  of the C h a n ce llo r ,  the  T r e a s u r e r ,  
two b is h o p s ,  two e a r l s ,  two b a r o n e ts ,  and four k n igh ts .  It w as  
a trou b led  t im e ,  w ith  F r a n c e  and Spain ra id ing  E n g lish  c o a s t s ,  
the e x p e n s iv e  exp ed it ion s  of John of Gaunt c o m in g  to naught, and  
the S co ts  b rea k in g  t r u c e - - t h e s e  d e v e lo p m en ts  a ll  r e s u lt in g  in  
h e a v ie r  and h e a v ie r  ta x e s ,  and, p r e s e n t ly ,  a m o r e  and m o r e  r e b e l ­
l io u s  P a r l ia m e n t  and u n res t  and r e b e l l io n  am ong the p e a sa n ts .
When G ow er f i r s t  r e v ie w e d  t h e s e  ev en ts  it w as  the C ouncil that  
caught h is  ir e :
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A m ob of flatterers p r o c e e d s  to the fo re fro n t  
of the ro y a l co u rt ,  and the cou rt  c e d e s  th em  what  
they ord er  to be  done. But the cou rt b a n ish e s  
th o se  who d a re  to sp eak  the truth , and d o es  not 
a llow  such  p eop le  to be at the k in g 's  s id e .  The 
boy is  f r e e  of b la m e ,  but th o se  who h ave  in s t r u ­
m en ted  th is  b o y ish  r e ig n  sh a ll  not endure without  
a fa l l .  So not the king but h is  co u n c il  i s  the c a u s e  
of our so r r o w , for  w hich  the land g r i e v e s  as if  w ith  
a g e h e r a l  m u r m u r .  If the  king w e r e  of m a tu re  age ,  
he would s e t  r igh t  the s c a le  w hich  now is  without  
ju s t ic e .
(VC, VI, 5 5 1 -5 6 1 .)
And in a la te r  p a s s a g e  he w r i t e s  the w ord s  that w e r e  to s e e m  so
h o llow  to h im  in the y e a r s  to com e:
M ay God h im s e l f  guide h is  /Eh e king 's7. youth fu lness  
and p ro lon g  it fo r e v e r  and a lw a y s  d ir e c t  h is  
a c t io n s  for the b e t te r .  May no co u n c il  have the  
pow er to in f lu en ce  you, O king, and m ay  no 
b e tr a y e r  of you rs  have the pow er to e x i s t  in 
th is  land.
(V C, VI, 11 6 6 -1 1 7 2 .  )
The king had not grow n v e r y  muqh o ld er  b e fo r e  G ow er began  
to change h is  tune; and h is  denunciation  of the d isappointing  
R ich a rd  in h is  r e v i s e d  v e r s io n  of B ook VI is  ex tra o r d in a r y  in  
v ie w  of the p er io d  during w hich  it  w a s  w r it ten  and h is  own p ro x im ity  
to the cou rt .  The t im e  for e x c u s e s  is  p a s t ,  the c o n c i l ia to r y  l in e s  
a r e  em en d ed , and now  the p oet sa y s:
The king, an u n d isc ip lin ed  boy, n e g le c t s  the  
m o r a l  b eh av ior  by w hich  a m an  m igh t grow  up 
fr o m  a boy. Indeed, youthful com pnay so  sw a y s  
the boy'that he h as a ta s t e  for nothing p r a c t ic a l ,  
u n le s s  it i s  h is  w him . The young m en  a s s o c ia t e d  
with h im  want what he w ants; he en te r s  upon a c o u r s e  
of action  and they  fo llo w  h im . V a in g lory  m a k e s
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youthful c o m r a d e s  va in , for  w hich  r e a s o n  they  
cu lt iv a te  the ro y a l  q u a r ters  the m o r e .  . . .  A  
king ought to w e ig h  c a r e fu l ly  the k in gd om 's  
la w s ,  w hich  a r e  en tru sted  to h im , and he ought 
to w ithhold j u s t i c e  from  no m an . N e v e r t h e le s s ,  
th e r e  is  a c r y  now adays am on g the p eop le  that  
b e c a u s e  la w  i s  fa i l in g ,  w rongdoing  c la im s  to 
be its  own ju s t i f ic a t io n  . . . . T h e r e fo r e ,  O 
king, . . . r e s t o r e  our co m m o n  j u s t i c e ,  now  
lo s t ;  br in g  law  b ack  to the r e a lm ,  and b an ish  
a ll  c r im e .
(VC, VI, 555-561,
1176-1187. ) U
F o r  a su bseq u en t p er io d  of a few  y e a r s ,  rough ly  1386 
through 1390, Gower m u st  have  fe lt  that m a t t e r s  had taken  a turn  
for  the b e t te r .  D uring  th is  t im e  the k in g 's  co u n c il  w as  d isband ed  
by the lo r d s  appelant and p a r l ia m e n t ,  and a l e s s  sp en dth rift ,  m o r e  
nation a l p o lic y  w as  adopted by the k ing. When the youthful R ich ard  
en cou n tered  the aging Gower boating on the T h a m e s ,  p rob ab ly  in  
1389 or 1390, ^  a^d bade h im  w r ite  so m eth in g  of lo v e ,  the poet  
s e e m e d  to be quite r e c o n c i le d  to h is  s o v e r e ig n .  He w as  s t i l l
J
ea g er  to  g iv e  him a d v ice ,  17 but he w a s  eq u a lly  glad to p r a i s e  h im .  
In the m a n u sc r ip ts  of the f i r s t  r e c e n s io n ,  the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis
j
i s  d ed ica ted  to R ich ard  w ith  a s in c e r i ty  p r ed ic a te d ,  if  not on
a d m ira t io n ,  at l e a s t  on hope. The s tr ik in g  change of tone is
w orth  rep ro d u c in g  at s o m e  length:
Upon m i  b a re  k n ees  I p r e y e ,
That /  G od/ m y  w orth i k ing c o n v ey e ,
R ich ard  by n am e the S eco c in d e ,
In whom  hath e v e r e  yit b e  founde
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J u s t ic e  m e d le d  w ith  p ite ,
L a r g e s c e  forth  w ith c h a r ite .
In h is  p e r s o n e  it m a i  be sch ew ed  
What is  a king to be w e l thew ed ,
T ouch inge  of p ite  n am ely :
F o r  he yit n e v e r e  unpitously  
A yein  the l i g e s  of h is  lond,
F o r  no defaute w hich  he fond,
Thurgh c r u e l te  v eg a u n ce  sogh te .
M i w orth i p r in c e ,  of w hom  I w r ite ,
Thus stant he w ith  h im s e lv e  c l i e r ,
And doth what l i th  in h is  pow er  
Not on ly  h ier  at hom  to se k e  
L ove  and a co rd , but outward eke,
As he  that sa v e  h is  p eop le  w o ld e .
And so to m a k e  h is  reg n e  s ta b le ,
With al the w i l  that I m a i  y ive  
I p r e ie  and sc h a l  w hil that I l iv e ,
A s I w hich in su b jecc iou n  
Stonde under the p ro tecc io u n ,
And m a i  m is e lv e n  bot b e w e ld e ,
What for s e k n e s s e  and what for e lde ,
W hich I r e c e y v e  of Goddes g r a c e .
But thogh m e  la c k e  to p u rch a ce  
Mi k in ges  thonk as by d e c e r te ,
Yit the S im p le s c e  o f  m i  p o v er te  
Unto the lo v e  of m y  l ig a n c e  
D e s ir e th  forto  do p le s a n c e :
And for th is  c a u s e  in m yn  entente  
T his p o v e r e  bok h eer  I p r e s e n te  
Unto h is  h ihe w o r th in e s s e .
(CA, VIII, 2 9 8 5 -3 0 5 1 .  ) 
It w ould  be d e c id e ly  unfair to a s c r ib e  m uch  of the above eu logy  
to o b s e q u io u s n e s s  on G o w er 's  part; he w a s  as  f r e e  of that v ic e
as anyone in h is  t im e  and p la c e  could  b e ,  as we sh a ll  s e e .  In
the p r a is e  w e m u st  rea d  the hope.
The hope, h o w e v e r ,  w as sh o r t l iv e d .  In Ju ly , 1390, the E a r l
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of D erb y , la ter  H enry IV, but a lr ea d y  a h ero  to G ow er, le ft  for
P r u s s ia ,  p o s s ib ly  b e c a u s e  h e  had again  fa l le n  into ro y a l d is fa v o r .
The king had app arently  lo s t  h is  fear  of h is  p eop le  and had begun
to m ak e  that bid for ab so lu te  pow er w hich  w ould  c o s t  him  h is  crow n
and h is  l i f e .  In rapid  s u c c e s s io n ,  Gower d e le te d  each  r e f e r e n c e  to
R ich ard  in the la te r  m a n u sc r ip ts  of h is  w ork . F i r s t  the conclud ing
eu logy  ju s t  c ited  w as r e m o v e d ,  and a m o r e  g e n e r a l  c o m m e n ta r y
on the r e q u is i t e s  of k ingship  w as put in its  p la c e .  Two y e a r s  la te r ,
the opening n a r r a t iv e ,  in w hich  R ich ard  is  m en tio n ed  as in s t ig a to r
of the w ork , w as  a ls o  d e le te d ,  and a new  d ed ica tion  c o m p o s e d ,  th is
one to H enry of L a n c a s te r :
This bok, upon am en dm en t  
To stonde at h is  co m m a n d em en t ,
With whom m yn h e r te  is  'of a cco r d ,
I send  unto m yn  oghne lo r d ,
Which of L a n c a s tr e  is  H enr i nam ed;
The hyhe god h im  hath p r o c la m e d
F u l of knyhthode and a l le  g r a c e .  „
(CA, P r o l .  , 8 3 -8 9 .  )
In the Latin  C ro n ica  T r ip e r t i ta ,  w hich  G ow er w ro te  a fter  
H enry  IV 's a c c e s s io n  and w hich  d e a ls  jo y fu l ly  w ith that subjec t  
and w ith  the in iq u it ie s  of R ich ard  II, the poet e x p r e s s e d  the c o n ­
v ic t io n  that R ich a rd 's  fa l l  w as  due m o s t ly  to h is  c r u e lty  and 
t r e a c h e r y ,  and that it had b een  d es t in ed  from  the e a r l i e s t  y e a r s  
of h is  r e ig n .  R ichard  had fa i led  to ru le  v ir tu o u s ly  as a king  
b e c a u s e  he had fa i led  to l iv e  v ir tu o u s ly  as a m an.
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A c le a r  idea  of G ow er's  con cep tion  of k ingsh ip  e m e r g e s
i j
from  h is  w ork . What it am ounts  to is  a p ra g m a tic  and c o m p r e s s e d
r e s ta te m e n t  of the b e s t  m e d ie v a l  thought on the su b jec t .  In g e n e r a l
o u tlin e  it  has m u ch  in c o m m o n  w ith A q u in a s 's  D e R e g im in e  P r in c ip u m
19and D a n te 's  D e M on arch ia . E ven  m o r e ,  h o w e v e r ,  it e c h o e s  the
e a r l ie r  r e q u is i t e s  se t  forth  by John of S a l isb u r y ,  in  the P o l i c r a t i c u s ,
20for the m ak in g  of an id ea l  m o n a rch . It is  feudal d o c tr in e  in the
tr u e s t  s e n s e .  The r u le r  is  l e s s  a p e r s o n a l i ty  than an in st itu t io n  and,
as  su ch , he is  dependent not on m en  for h is  au th ority  but on the
G o d - in sp ir e d  la w s  that g ive  that in st itu t ion  i t s  m ean in g  and its  
21p u rp o se .  Of c o u r s e ,  h e  should  heed  h is  a d v is o r s  and the v o ic e  
of p eop le  in p r a c t ic a l  m a t t e r s ,  but t h e s e  a r e  on ly  po in ts  of r e f e r e n c e  
w h ereb y  he m a y  b etter  understand  the la w s  he should r e p r e s e n t .
If G ow er at the la s t  fa v o red  the o v er th ro w  of R ich ard , it w as  not 
b e c a u s e  he w as  m o tiv a ted  by any d e m o c r a t ic  in c l in a t io n s .  A s  
G eorge  C offm an r e m a r k s :  "W henever one turns to G o w er 's  w r i t ­
ings and s tu d ies  them  in th e ir  fou rteen th  cen tu ry  h i s t o r ic a l  r e ­
la t io n sh ip ,  he w i l l  find the poet r e p e a te d ly  go ing  through the s a m e  
c y c le :  a ru le r  is  r e s p o n s ib le  for the w e l fa r e  of England and for  
its  m o r a l i ty  in c iv ic ,  r e l ig io u s ,  and p o l i t i c a l  l i f e  a s  e x e m p li f ie d  
in the ind iv idual c i t i z e n .  . . . He u rg es  /_a ll  r u le r s  to r e l y / o n
good c o u n s e l  and sound judgm ent and not on p r o g r e s s  through p a r -
22l ia m e n ta r y  p ro c e d u r e  for  developing r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  g o v ern m en t .  "
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As far  a s  G ow er w as  co n cer n e d ,  R ichard  w a s  an ev i l  king b e c a u s e  
he fa iled  to fu lf i l l  the r e q u ir e m e n ts  of h is  ab so lu te  pow er and not,  
as h is t o r ic a l  h in dsigh t w ould  su g g e s t ,  b e c a u s e  he sought pow er to 
w hich  he w as  not en tit led .  With s o m e  n o t- to o -a c c u r a te  h in d sigh t  
of h is  own, the poet at one point s ig h s  e loqu en tly  for "the ty m e  
past" when
J u s t ic e  of la w e  tho w as ho lde,
The p r iv i le g e  o f 'r e g a l ie  
Was sauf, and al the b aron ie  
W o rsch ip ed  w as  in h is  astat;
The c i t e e s  knewen no debat,
The p eop le  stod  in o b e is s a n c e  
Under the r e u le  of g o v ern a n ce ,
And p e s ,  w hich  r y h tw is n e s s e  k e s te ,
With ch a r ite  tho stod in r e s t e .
(CA, P r o l .  , 102-109. )
R ich ard  II d oes  not d e s e r v e  the " p r iv ileg e  of r e g a l ie "  b e c a u s e ,  
far fro m  b e in g  too au th or itar ian , he cannot even  fu lf i l l  the r e q u ir e ­
m en ts  of au thority  to the extent o f  m a s te r in g  h im se lf :
F o r  if  a kyng w ol ju s t i f ie
His lond and h em  that beth w ithynne,
F i r s t  at hym  s e l f  he m o t  b egynne,
To k epe and r e u le  h is  ow ne a s ta t ,
That in hym  s e l l  be no debat  
T ow ard  h is  god.
(CA.V1II, 3 0 8 0 -8 5 . )
T. F .  Tout, in h is  C hap ters  in the A d m in is tr a t iv e  H is to r y  of
23M ed iev a l England, points  out that in fo u r teen th -cen tu ry  England  
pow er and w ea lth  grad u a lly  extended  to inc lude not on ly  the g rea t  
land h o ld e r s  but l e s s e r  on es  l ik e  G ow er. T his la r g e r  b o u rg eo is  
g o v ern in g  c l a s s  w as v e r y  c o n s e r v a t iv e .  It b e l ie v e d  in con ven tion a l
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r e l ig io n ,  s ta b i l i ty ,  l e s s  a v a r ic e  on the part of the k ing, and a 
s tro n g  m o n a rch  who l i s t e n e d  to the a d v ice  of h is  e ld e r s .  But one  
should  r e s i s t  the id ea  that Gower w as m e r e ly  the sp o k e sm a n  of 
a p a r t icu la r  s tra tu m  in the s o c ie ty  of h is  day. F o r  one th ing, he  
n e v er  co n f in es  h im s e l f  to a d e fe n s e  of h is  own c l a s s  in te r e s t s  in  
h is  w r i t in g s .  We have a lr ea d y  s e e n  h im  in o p p osit ion  to th ose  
in t e r e s t s  at one point. M o re  im p ortan t,  h o w e v e r ,  is  h is  co n cer n  
for the w e l fa r e  of a ll  of the s o c ia l  o r g a n is m .  No e s ta te  is  sp a red  
fro m  h is  c r i t i c i s m ,  including h is  own. His point of v ie w , c o n ­
s e r v a t iv e  as  it i s ,  is  b e t ter  un derstood  as e n c o m p a ss in g  v ir tu a l ly  
a ll  the  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  w hich  d is t in g u ish  the m e d ie v a l  attitude from  
any o th er .
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It is  as  a feudal h ie r a r c h y  that G ow er r e v ie w s  s o c ie ty ,  
f i r s t  in the M ir our , then in th e  Vox C la m a n t is , and f in a lly  in the  
P r o lo g u e  to the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis .  In the la s t ,  the r o l l  c a l l  of 
the o r d e r s  of m en  is  m o r e  quick ly  con cluded  than in the ea.rlier  
w o r k s ,  but the p e s s i m i s t i c  m ood  is  the s a m e .  F o r  a l l  the p o et 's  
avow ed p u rp o se  to en ter ta in ,  not ad m on ish ,  noth ing has changed  
in the w or ld  at la r g e .  A s the head is  co rru p t ,  so  a ls o  is  the body  
of the s ta te .  The C hurch, on ce  the good ex a m p le  that the r e s t  of  
m ankind m ight fo llo w , and the g r e a te s t  in f lu en ce  for p e a c e  in the  
w o rld ,  now
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. . . hath, s e t  to m ak e  w e r r e  and s t r i f  
F o r  w o r ld e s  good, w hich  m a y  noghte la s t e .
(CA, P r o l .  , 2 4 8 - 9 . )
How can  it be o th e r w is e  when at the v e r y  head  of hold church
. . . such  a s l i t t e
Is for to r e w e  un to ous a l le .
(CA, P r o l .  , 3 3 8 -9 .  )
F r o m  such  a s c h is m  it is  in ev ita b le  that a l l  kinds of h e r e s i e s
and th is  "new S ec te  of L o lla rd ie"  should sp r in g  forth . And the
co m m o n s  is  no b e t te r .  Gower c o m p a r e s  it to a s t r e a m  w hich , in
a good s o c ie ty ,  k eep s  w ith in  its  banks, but w hich , in t h e s e  d a y s ,
"tobreketh  and ren neth  al aboute" (CA, P j:o1. , 5 0 6 -7 .  ) And on ce
the o r d e r s  of m en  fa il  to p e r fo r m  th e ir  p rop er  fu nctions as part
of the s ta te ,  the s ta te  i t s e l f  m u st  in ev itab ly  beg in  to cru m b le :
D iv is io n  aboven  a ll
Is thing w hich  m akth  the w o r ld  to f a l le ,
And e v e r e  hath do s ith  it  bbgan.
(CA, P r o l .  , 9 6 7 -9 .  )
In s o m e  of the m o s t  w is t fu l  l in e s  that that often  w is t fu l  m an  ev er
w ro te ,  G ow er w is h e s  that s o m e  new  A rion  m ig h t  b r ing  the w orld
to p e a ce  again , as o n ce ,  long  ago , the "Hare in p e e s  stod  w ith the
Hound":
So that the com un with the lord ,
And lo rd  w ith  the coinun a ls o ,
He s e t te  in lo v e  bothe tuo 
And putte aw ey  m e la n c o l ie
And if  ther w e r e  su ch  on now, 
Which cow the h arp e  as he tho dede,
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He m yhte  a v a ile  in m any a s ted e  
To m ak e  p es  w her now is  hate .
(CA, P r o l .  1 0 6 6 -9 ,  1 0 7 2 -5 .)
But that is  ju s t  a d rea m .
. .. . And now n o m o r e ,
As for to sp ek e  of th is  m a t ie r e ,
W hich non bot on ly  god m a y  s t i e r e .
(CA, P r o l .  1086 -88 .  )
I w il l  la te r  d is c u s s  s o m e  of the p o e t 's  im m e d ia te  l i t e r a r y
s o u r c e s  and th e ir  d ir e c t  e f fec t  upon h is  w ork  in another con n ection .
But it would be im p o s s ib le  to a s c r ib e  to any p a r t icu la r  w ork  or
w o rk s  G o w er 's  g e n e r a l  attitude tow ard s  the ind iv idual m an  or the
s o c ia l  o rg a n iz a tio n . The fac t  is  that the p o et 's  c o n s c io u s n e s s  w a s ,
l ik e  h is  w o r k s ,  sa tu ra ted  w ith id ea s  and b e l i e f s  that had th eir
f lo w e r in g  in a lm o s t  ev er y  a sp e c t  of a so m ew h at e a r l ie r  p h a se  of
m e d ie v a l  cu ltu re .  Thus, for e x a m p le ,  G ow er's  id e a s  of the organ ic
n atu re  of the s ta te ,  w ith  its  th r e e  c a te g o r ie s  in one or another of
w hich  "all m en  m u st  find th e ir  p la c e ,  th e ir  fundam en ta l avoca tion ,
25r e s p o n s ib i l i t i e s ,  p r iv i le g e s  and g e n e r a l  outlook , " a r e  so  w id e ­
sp rea d  that it  w ould be u s e l e s s  to sp ea k  of h is  e x p r e s s io n  of th em  in.
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t e r m s  of l i t e r a r y  s o u r c e s .  L ike m o s t  of h is  c o n te m p o r a r ie s ,  he  
c o n c e iv e d  of the id ea l  te m p o r a l  s o c ie t y  as  one in w hich  the v a r io u s  
o r d e r s ,  ea ch  w ithin  it s  r e s t r i c t e d  s p h e r e ,  w ork ed  for  the good of  
the w hole  by l iv in g  v ir tu o u s ly ,  m o tiv a ted  by the C h r is t ia n  c a ta ly s t  
of lo v e .  And l ik e  a ll  of the s o c ia l  c r i t i c s  of h is  day, he w as  k een ly  
a w a re  of the d is c r e p a n c y  b etw een  the id ea l  and the r e a l i ty .  He a ls o
p o s s e s s e d  in e x tr e m e  the d is t in c t iv e ly  m e d ie v a l  facu lty  for d i s ­
t in g u ish in g  b e tw een  in st itu t io n s  and the m en  that im p le m en t  th em .
I have a lr ea d y  m en tion ed  the c a th o lic ity  w ith w hich  he la y s  about 
him,, b la s t in g  the in s u f f ic ie n c ie s  o f  a ll  the ranks of m en . But 
n e v e r ,  in the p r o c e s s ,  d oes  he ch a lle n g e  the s e c u la r  and sp ir itu a l  
in s t itu t io n s  w hich  th e s e  m en  w e r e  m ean t to support. So fa r ,  then, 
the poet is  b e in g  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  of h is  age .  C er ta in ly  m o s t  m e m b e r s  
of the k in g 's  P a r l ia m e n t ,  or m o s t  of the fam ou s pulpit o r a to r s  of 
the day, or m o s t  of the in t e l l ig e n s ia - - C h a u c e r ,  for e x a m p le - -  
w ould have  s e e n  ; e y e - to -e y e  w ith  h im  in th eo ry .  But, as  su bseq u en t  
ev en ts  w e r e  to p ro v e ,  th e r e  w as a c o n s id e r a b le  d isp a r ity  b e tw een  
the in te l le c tu a l  co n v ic t io n s  of su ch  m en  and the actua l in f lu en ce  of 
th e ir  la w s ,  th e ir  w r it in g s ,  th e ir  s e r m o n s .  In th e ir  a s s a u l t  on dts
w ayw ard  c i t i z e n s ,  t h e s e  sp o k e sm e n  of the age w e r e  underm in ing ,
26a ll  unw ittingly , the w a l ls  of the feudal c i ty .  In th is  r e s p e c t ,
G ow er is  a lm ost unique in the v e r y  c o n s is t e n c y  of h is  c o n s e r v a t i s m .  
F e a r l e s s  m o r a l i s t  and s o c ia l  c r i t ic  that he i s ,  he n e v e r  co n fu se s  
m o r a l i ty  or c r i t i c i s m  w ith l ib e r a l i s m .  We have  s e e n  that in h is  
attitude tow ard  m o n a rch y , h is  a ttack s  on Edward III and R ich ard  II 
a r e  c o n cer n e d  w ith th e ir  w e a k n e ss  as feudal s o v e r e ig n s ,  not the ir  
r e s i s t a n c e  to p a r l ia m e n ta r y  r e fo r m .  T his  s a m e  c a s t  of m ind is  
ev ident in h is  tr e a tm e n t  of a l l  the e s ta te s :  he reb u k es  a l ic e n t io u s  
c l e r g y ,  but h a s te n s  to th e ir  d e fe n s e  when P a r l ia m e n t ,  p a r t ly  on
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account of the s a m e  e x c e s s e s ,  t r i e s  to cu r ta i l  the pow er and
27w ea lth  of the C hurch. A s for  the c o m m o n s ,  Gower i s  not to be  
b eg u ile d  by that m o s t  eg a l ita r ia n  of q u e s t io n s ,
When Adam d e lv e d  and E ve  span  
Who w a s  then  the g en t lem a n ?
even  though it had long  b een  taken  up by a w hole  b a ttery  of r e fo r m in g  
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p r e a c h e r s .  , Not for  h im  the d e m o c r a t ic  in c l in a t io n s  of Langland,  
or the h u m a n ist ic  in s ig h ts  of C hau cer , or the  " lo llard ry"  of  
W y clif fe .  E ven  w h e r e  h is  own m id d le  c l a s s  is  co n c e r n e d ,  he d oes  
not c o n s id e r  i t s  s e p a r a te  id e n t i ty - - th a t  i s ,  as  a fourth  e s ta te -  
though m an y  of h is  c o n te m p o r a r ie s  had begun to do so .  In a w ord ,  
the R e n a is s a n c e  and the R e fo r m a t io n  had l i t t l e  to thank h im  fo r .
M ost c r u c ia l  in G o w er 's  s y s t e m  of e th ics  is  h is  b e l i e f  that 
the ind iv idual m an  i s  r e s p o n s ib le ,  not only for h is  own w e lfa r e ,  but 
that of s o c ie ty ,  in  the ac t  of l iv in g  h is  p r iv a te ,  m o r a l  l i f e .  C h a r ita s ,  
the a sp ir a t io n  tow ard s the god ly  through indiv idual p e r fe c t io n ,  is  
the on ly  c r i t e r io n  of s o c ia l ,  as  of ind iv idual, v i r t u e .  Gower  
b e l ie v e d  that the w orld  and its  in s t i tu t io n s ,  in th e ir  n a tu ra l (that i s ,  
godly) con d ition , a r e  good. It is  on ly  m an  that has p e r v e r te d  th em .  
Thus k in gship  is  f in e , and the m o r e  a b so lu te  the b e t te r .  No c o n ­
n ec t io n  i s  draw n by Gower b etw een  the a b s o lu t ism  of su ch  pow er  
and the b eh a v io r  of w ick ed  k in g s .  By the s a m e  token  th e r e  is  no 
c a u s e - a n d - e f f e c t  re la t io n sh ip  b etw een  the a g g ra n d ize m e n t  of 
te m p o r a l  w ea lth  by the C hurch and the corru p tion  of the c le r g y .  So
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it g o es  a l l  a long the l in e .  The ju d g e s ,  not the la w s ,  n eed  changing.  
The c h iv a lr ic  id ea l  i s  as  nob le  as  e v e r ,  but knights a r e  l ic e n t io u s  
and un va lorou s .  And as  for the c o m m o n s ,  G ow er d oes  not even 
c o n s id e r  the feudal s y s t e m  as the c a u se  of its  r e v o l t ,  though in 
other co n n ect io n s  he c a s t ig a te s  land h o ld e r s  for th e ir  o p p r e s s iv e  
tr e a tm e n t  of the poor .
Gower d oes  not d is t in g u ish  b etw een  the n eed s  of Individual 
and S o c ia l  Man. The la t te r  is  m e r e ly  an en la r g e m e n t  of the fo r m e r .  
In the Vox C lam an tis  (VII, v i i i)  he d e l ib e r a te ly  u s e s  the m ic r o c o s m -  
m a c r o c o s m  d e v ic e  to e m p h a s iz e  the id en t if ica t io n  of the one with  
the o th er .  Thus, p o l i t i c a l ,  r e l ig io u s ,  and s o c ia l  r e fo r m s  a re  
in c o n c e iv a b le  to the poet e ith er  on a l e g i s la t iv e  or rev o lu tio n a ry  
l e v e l .  H is  s o v e r e ig n  rem edy for the m a n ife s t  i l l s  that a ff l ic t  the  
w orld  is  that each  m an in h is  ind iv idual l i f e  m u st  be a m o r e  p e r fe c t  
C h r is t ia n .  This b a s ic  p r in c ip le  of m e d ie v a l  thought h as  n ev er  b een  
s u ff ic ie n t ly  underlined  by s c h o la r s  in the ir  d i s c u s s io n s  of the l i t ­
e r a tu r e  of the p er io d .  If it  w e r e ,  th o se  d is tan t c e n tu r ie s  m ight  
im p r e s s  us as  b e ing  (in a w ay far d eep er  than w a s ,  sa y ,  the  
R om antic  Age) a g r e a t  age  of ind iv idua lity .  In the m o s t  l i t e r a l  
s e n s e ,  the h ea lth  of the e n t ire  s o c ia l  o rd er  depended, a cco r d in g
to the point of v ie w  s e t  forth  by G ow er, on the in d iv id u a l's  p e r so n a l  
/
v ir tu e s ;  and it w as  b e c a u s e  t h e s e  w e r e  la ck in g  that the s o c ia l  ord er  
had b e c o m e  corrupt.
G ow er is  p r im a r i ly  a c r i t ic  of s o c ie ty .  E ven  in the C o n fe s s io
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Am a n t i s , w hen he is  l e a s t  often  "in the pulpit" and m o s t  invo lved
w ith c h a r a c te r iz a t io n ,  he is  not p a r t ic u la r ly  in te r e s te d  in the fo ib le s
29and v a n it ie s  of ind iv idual p e r s o n a l i t i e s .  7 He p lays  h is  m o s t  
authentic  r o le  as the c o n s c ie n c e  of c l a s s e s  and k in gs .  It is  the  
m o r e  im portant,  then, to r e m e m b e r  that the e s ta te s  of m en  a r e ,  
on an e th ica l  l e v e l ,  e x te n s io n s  of the in d iv id u a l's  r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s
to C h r is t ia n  m o r a l i ty .  G ow er's  m o r a l  cod e ,  b a sed  on the p a tr is t ic
/
co n cep t  of f r e e  w i l l  abetted  by d iv ine  g r a c e ,  is  the p r e r o g a t iv e  of 
the ind iv idual rath er  than of s o c ie ty  in the m od ern  s e n s e  of that 
w ord. In h is  exam in ation  of the th r e e  e s ta te s  in the M ir our de 
l 'O m m e ,  the Vox C la m a n t is ,  and the P r o lo g u e  of the C o n fe ss io  
A m a n t is ,  Gower is  intent upon d is c o v e r in g  who is  r e s p o n s ib le  for 
the p r e s e n t  sad  sta te  of the k ingdom . His rep ea te d  co n c lu s io n :
  ^
every o n e ;  each  s e p a r a te  p e r s o n  m u s t  s h a r e  the b la m e .  "I tru ly
a ck n ow led ge ,  " he s a y s ,  "that w hatever  happens in the w or ld ,  w hether
it be good or e v i l ,  w e o u r s e lv e s  a r e  the c a u s e  o f  it. Now and
then , it i s  tr u e ,  he g iv e s  l i p - s e r v i c e  to the fa sh io n a b le  a p h o r ism s
31about F ortu n a , the f ic k le ,  im p u ls iv e  g o d d ess  of ch a n ce ,  but
t h e s e  u t tera n ces  a r e  in var iab ly  qualif ied  as  the opinion h e ld  by
o th e r s ,  and it is  a lw ays  to the old  th em e that Gower r e tu rn s:
F o r  a fter  that w e fa l le  and r i s e ,
The w orld  a r i s t  and fa ith  w ithal,
So that the m an  i s  o v e r a l  
His own c a u se  of w el and wo.
That w e fortune c le p e  so
Out of the m an  h im s e l f  it grow eth .
(CA, P r o l .  5 4 5 - 9 . )
C le a r ly  then, C h a u ce r 's  appelation , the " m ora l G ow er, " w as  
no m is n o m e r .  It has  a lw a y s  s e e m e d  an a b su rd ity  to m e  that a ttem p ts  
have  b een  m ad e  to rea d  s o m e  iro n ic  undertone into the p h r a s e ,  when  
the l i t e r a l  truth of it is  so  m a n ife s t  in a ll  of G o w er 's  w o r k s .  L e s s  
ab surd , and m o r e  unfortunate, has b een  the in ev ita b le  im a g e  that 
the w o rd s  conjure  up of a pom pous and stodgy  "gray b eard , " in ­
v e ig h in g  with m isa n th ro p ic  and u s e l e s s  ardor ag a in st  the w o r ld .  No  
one can  deny that th e r e  is  at l e a s t  s o m e  j u s t i c e  in that im a g e .  In h is  
h u m o r le s s ,  and often  lo n g -w in d ed  in te n s ity ,  in h is  in ab il ity  to s e e  
m o r e  than one s id e  of the human condition , Gower d oes  often  b e c o m e  
t i r e s o m e  for long  s tr e tc h e s  at a t im e .
But th is  is  only  part of the truth , and the l e s s e r  part at that. 
C erta in ly ,  G ow er's  c o m p a tr io ts  did not find h im  dull; h is  v o ic e  of 
a m an  cry in g  out w as s c a r c e ly  l e s s  than the v o ic e  of M ed ieva l  
England la m en t in g  it s  own p a s s in g .  The w o r ld  w as  in deed  d y in g - - 
that i s ,  the  w or ld  that Gower understood  and va lu ed . In l i t t l e  m o r e  
than a cen tu ry  it w ould be  v ir tu a l ly  gone. G ow er w as at on ce  the  
c o n s c ie n c e  and the e l e g i s t  of that w o r ld ,  p erh ap s  the m o s t  authentic  
that it  had. T h ere  w a s ,  tru e  enough, a v a s t  c h o r u s ,  the "rude  
to r r e n t ,  " to echo h is  dark  th em e of a w or ld  gone w rong. But as  I 
have in d ica ted ,  that v e r y  ch o ru s ,  not G ow er, w as  to be in s tru m en ta l
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in the ch ange at hand. To the end he  r e m a in e d  te n a c io u s ly  co m m itte d  
to the id e a ls  of a feu dal w or ld .  It i s  in that l igh t  that w e  m u st  s e e  
h is  a d v ice  to k in g s ,  h is  p le a s  for " reform "  am ong the s ta te s  of  
m en .
But in G o w er 's  w ork  even  th e s e  r e a c t io n a r y  th e m e s  a r e  c o lo r e d  
by a d eep er  p e s s i m i s m ,  at l e a s t  a s  far a s  ea r th ly  a f fa ir s  a r e  c o n ­
c e r n e d .  The van ity  of ear th ly  jo y ,  the t r a n s ie n c e  not on ly  of human  
l i f e  but of a l l  w o r ld ly  o r d e r s ,  w e r e  am ong the p o e t 's  s t r o n g e s t  c o n ­
v ic t io n s .  F u r th e r m o r e ,  th e r e  w as  no a lte r n a t iv e  for G ow er to the  
m e d ie v a l ,  C atho lic  b e l i e f  that each  m an , through the f r e e  w i l l  he  
e x e r c i s e d  in h is  p e r s o n a l  l i f e ,  accou n ted  for the h ea lth  or corru p tion  
of the la r g e r  o r g a n is m  of the s ta te .  This  w as a far  m o r e  profound  
con cep t than the su bseq u en t fa c i l e  v a r ia t io n s  on the id ea  of the  
m ic r o c o s m - m a c r o c o s m  so  ty p ic a l  of the R e n a is s a n c e .  C erta in ly  
it w as  not o r ig in a l  w ith  G ow er. But h is  p a r t icu la r  a c h ie v m e n t - -  
as  a m o r a l i s t - - w a s  to be the g r e a te s t ,  and the l a s t ,  E n g lish  poet in  
w hom  that id ea  r e a l ly  l iv e d .  H ence a part,  at l e a s t ,  of h is  p e s s im is m ;  
for by the s t r ic t  standard  of that con cep t ,  m an  had un m istakab ly  
fa iled .
Thus, w hen Gower is  b e ing  m o s t  m e d ie v a l  in h is  thought, as  
in th is  dark  in s ta n c e ,  he can be  sa id ,  for o n ce ,  to  b e  p ro p h et ic .  We  
m a y  debate  the m e r i t s  of G ow er's  s p e c ia l iz e d  id ea l of ind iv idual
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r e s p o n s ib i l i ty ,  but it is  c e r ta in  that the id ea l i t s e l f ,  as  an o p e r a t iv e  
m o r a l  fo r c e  in the w o r ld  , did not long ou tlive  the poet who had  
c h e r ish e d  it.
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lawV On other o c c a s io n s  (Cf; P r o l .  , 102-105) he m a k es  it c le a r  
that he s e e s  law  not a s  a " dem ocra tic"  agent but a s  a m ea n s  of 
p r e s e r v in g  the d is t in c t io n s  betw een  c l a s s e s  as w e l l  as  p ro tec to r  
of the com m on  good.
^3O w st, op. c it .  , p. 553.
Z6O w st (op. c it .  , p. 295) c o m m e n ts ,  for e x a m p le ,  on 
the subjec t  of the m e d ie v a l  p u lp ite e r s :  "Sacred o r a to r s  of the 
C hurch, as h o s t i le  to c l a s s  w ar ,  to earth ly  r e v e n g e  and s o c ia l  
rev o lu tio n  as  any L uth er , w e r e  . . . t h e m s e lv e s  u n c o n sc io u s ly  
fo rm u la t in g  a r e v o lu tio n a ry  ch a r ter  of g r ie v a n c e s .  "
27 S ee  S t i l lw e l l ' s  d i s c u s s io n  of th is  point, op. c it .  , p.
456.
^ O w s t ,  op. c i t . ,  pp. 2 9 1 .2 9 3 .
29 The g r e a t  ex c e p t io n s ,  as  w e sh a ll  s e e ,  a re  the  
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GOWER: THE MAN OF LEARNING
The grow th  of an in f lu en t ia l  upper m id d le  c l a s s  w as  one of  
the m o r e  im portant d ev e lo p m en ts  in the h is to r y  of fou rteen th  
cen tu ry  England, and, as  noted e a r l i e r ,  it w as to th is  c l a s s  that 
John Gower a lm o s t  c e r ta in ly  b e lo n g ed . The in te l le c tu a l  h o r iz o n s  
of th is  group, as w e l l  as its  m a te r ia l  w ea lth  and in f lu en ce ,  w e r e  
s te a d i ly  expanded. But even  granting  the w iden ing  in t e r e s t s  of 
th is  new  in te l l ig e n ts ia ,  G ow er's  own le a r n in g  should  b e  c o n s id e r e d  
so m eth in g  of a phenom enon. In t e r m s  of a c a d e m ic  k now led ge , the  
p oet w as far in advance  of h is  s o c ia l  p e e r s .  He h im s e l f  s e e m s  to 
h ave  b een  a w are  of th is  s ta te  of a f fa ir s ;  even  in it s  f i r s t  red a c t io n ,  
the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis  w as not d e s ig n e d  for the e d if ica t io n  of the  
king alone; the la r g e r  p u rp ose  of the w ork , w ith i t s  com b in ation  of 
"som w hat of lu s t ,  som w hat of lo r e "  (P ro l .  19), w as to f i l l  the n eed  
of an in c r e a s in g  au d ien ce  w hich  d e s ir e d  in s tr u c t io n a l  e n te r ta in m e n t - - 
a n eed  w hich  p r e v io u s  E n g lish  w r ite r s  had s c a r c e ly  resp o n d ed  to  
at a ll .  In o ther w o r d s ,  Gower w as not s im p ly  " su g a r -co a t in g "  
in fo rm a tio n  that w as  a lread y  fa m il ia r  to h is  r e a d e r s .  He w as  
te l l in g  them  about th ings he knew and they  did not. In the v a r ie ty
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and sc o p e  of the know ledge that he p o p u la r ized , it i s  doubtful that 
even  C haucer s u r p a s s e d  him  am ong E n g lish  w r i t e r s .  In any c a s e ,  
th is  p op u lar iza tion  of know ledge w hich Gower p a s s e d  on for the  
b en ef it  of h is  c o n te m p o r a r ie s  should not be thought of as the m e a s u r e  
of h is  own c a p a c i t ie s  as a s c h o la r .  He w a s ,  in fac t ,  one of the m o s t  
le a r n e d  la y m en  of h is  t im e  in England.
The v a r ie d  su bjec t  m a tter  of the C o n fe ss io  A m antis  d o e s ,  h ow ­
e v e r ,  s u g g e s t  the w ide range  of the p o e t 's  read ing  in the an cient and 
c o n tem p o ra ry  c l a s s i c s  of h is  day. He w as thoroughly  fa m il ia r  with  
the V ulgate B ib le  and at l e a s t  so m e  of the w o rk s  of G reg o ry  the Great;' 
he knew  St. A u gu stin e 's  D e C iv ita te  D e i ,  the en cy c lo p ed ic  E ty m o lo g ie s  
of I s id o r e  of S e v i l le ,  the Pantheon  of G odfrey  of V iterb o , and e s ­
p e c ia l ly  B run etto  L a t in i 's  T r e so r ;  am ong the other s c ie n t i f ic  w r ite r s  
w ith  whom he w as fa m il ia r  w e r e  H ildegard  of B in gen , A lb u m a sa r ,  
and M artianus C ape lla .  S om e of the t r e a t i s e s  that he s tud ied , such  
as the S e c r e ta  S e c r e to r u m , w e r e  fa ir ly  w e l l  known, but o th e r s ,  l ik e  
A lb ertu s  M agnus' P a s s io n ib u s  and the Speculum  A stro m o m ia e  w e r e  
rath er  o b sc u r e  w ork s  that m u st  have b een  d iff icu lt  to co m e  by.
Gower probably  con su lted  both Guido d e l le  C o lon n e's  H is to r ia  
T rojana  and the R om an de T r o ie  of B en o it  de S a in te -M a u re .  He 
w as a ls o  fa m il ia r ,  not su r p r is in g ly ,  w ith  the Roman de la  R o se  of 
G u illaum e de L o r r is  and Jean  de Meun, and he w as ab le  to c i te  both  
Dante and B o c c a c c io .  Among the a n c ie n ts ,  Ovid w as  h is  fa v o r ite ,
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and he p o s s e s s e d  a d e ta i led  know ledge of the M e ta m o r p h o s e s ,  the  
H e r o id e s ,  and F a s t i .  He a ls o  r e f e r r e d  to S ta tiu s ,  to L ivy ,  and to 
S e r v i u s 1 c o m m e n ta r y  on V e r g i l .
G o w er 's  w ide  rea d in g , h is  c o n s id e r a b le  a b il i ty  to a s s i m i la t e  
what he le a r n e d ,  and h is  e a r n e s t  p r id e  in knowing for the sak e of  
knowing have not b een  enough to p rev en t  s o m e  m o d ern  r e a d e r s  
fro m  v ie w in g  h is  s ch o la r sh ip  as dull and u n im ag in a tive .  C e r ta in ­
ly ,  no one w ould  c la im  that the p oet had the p ow er ,  so  c h a r a c t e r ­
is t i c  of C h au cer ,  of r e g u la r ly  channeling  h is  know ledge into the  
artfu l ren d er in g  of a c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  or a s c e n e .  A s w e s h a ll  s e e ,  
he could  u se  h is  le a r n in g  p o e t ic a l ly  enough, but u su a l ly  it  w as in  
the in t e r e s t s  of p oetic  n a r r a t iv e  ra th er  than in p u re ly  d e s c r ip t iv e  
p a s s a g e s .  F o r  the p r e s e n t ,  h o w e v e r ,  le t  us c o n s id e r  G ow er's  
a b i l i t ie s  p r im a r i ly  in t e r m s  of the know led ge  w hich  he p r e s e n ts  
d ir e c t ly ,  that i s ,  w ith  an e m p h a s is  on d ir e c t  in s tru c t io n .  The  
m o d e r n  r e a d e r ,  of c o u r s e ,  no lon ger  r e a d s  p oetry  in o rd er  to be  
in fo rm ed  in such  m a t te r s  a s  a s tr o lo g y ,  r e l ig io n ,  and r h e to r ic .  
H o w ev er ,  G o w er 's  c o n te m p o r a r ie s  did. D ated  as the p o et 's  approach  
m a y  b e , it s e e m s  a b it  unfair to d is p a r a g e  h is  w o rk  as in tr in s ic a l ly  
dull for the v e r y  sa m e  r e a s o n  that the r e a d e r s  of h is  own t im e  found 
it en ter ta in in g  and ed ify ing . D ig r e s s io n  in l i t e r a tu r e  has b e c o m e  a 
m o r e  and m o r e  g re v io u s  s in ,  and, not s u r p r is in g ly ,  m od ern  c r i t i c s  
g e n e r a l ly  v ie w  with im p a t ie n c e  the long d id actic  p a s s a g e s  in w hich
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G ow er p arad es  h is  lea rn in g .  H ow ever ,  s o m e  of th e s e  in s tru c t io n a l  
d e to u r s ,  w hen they  a r e  c o n s id e r e d  apart from  the o v e r a l l  c o m p o s i ­
t ion , have a quaint and ab sorb in g  appeal that is  uniquely th e ir  own. 
M ore than that, they  p rov id e  the student of the M iddle A g es  w ith  a 
v a lu a b le  guide to m u ch  of the s e c u la r  le a rn in g  of the t im e .  The 
m o d ern  s p e c ia l i s t  in a p a rt icu la r  f ie ld  of the m e d ie v a l  s c i e n c e s  
m igh t indeed  cond em n as  s u p e r f ic ia l  the p o et 's  t r e a tm e n t  of c e r ta in  
su b jec ts;  yet the fac t  r e m a in s  that n ow h ere  e l s e  in M iddle E n g lish  
l i t e r a tu r e  could  the m o d ern  r e a d e r ,  as w e l l  as  G ow er's  c o n te m p ­
o r a r i e s ,  find the m e d ie v a l  outlook  on a w hole  c u rr icu lu m  of su b ­
j e c t s  so ably  su m m a r iz e d .  T his is  p a r t ic u la r ly  tru e  of the f i r s t  long  
s e c t io n  of the sev en th  book of the C o n fe s s io  A m a n t is ,  w ith  w hich  the  
p r e s e n t  chapter  w i l l  be ch ie f ly  c o n cer n e d .  M acaulay  h a s -r e m a r k e d  
that one of the m ostgjdevious' fau lts  in the s tr u c tu r e  of the w ork  is  
that
d e l ib e r a te  d ep artu re  from  the g e n e r a l  plan w hich  
w e find in the sev en th  book, w h e re  on p r e te n c e  of 
afford ing  r e l i e f  and r e c r e a t io n  to the w e a r ie d  
p enitent,  the C o n fe s s o r ,  who sa y s  that he has l i t t l e  
or no understanding ex cep t  of lo v e ,  is  a llow ed  to 
m ak e  a d ig r e s s io n  w hich  e m b r a c e s  the w hole  f ie ld  
of hum an k now ledge. ^
In a la te r  chapter  the s tru c tu ra l  function of the seven th  book w il l  be  
d is c u s s e d  in s o m e  d e ta il .  H ere  it w il l  su ff ic e  to r e m a r k  that th is  
part of the poem  does not stand quite so  m uch  in iso la t io n  as M a­
c a u la y 's  o b serv a t io n  w ould le a d  us to b e l i e v e .  The d ig r e s s io n
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e v o lv e s  n a tu ra lly  enough from  the c o n v e r s a t io n  betw een  the L o v er  
and the C o n fe s s o r .  But even  granting , for the m o m en t ,  that B ook  .. 
VII r e p r e s e n t s  a halt in the n a r r a t iv e  m o v e m e n t  of the p o em , it is  
s t i l l  p o s s ib le ,  if  w e c o n s id e r  it in a m e d ie v a l  ra th er  than a m od ern  
con tex t ,  that w e, as  w e l l  as the pen iten t L o v e r ,  m a y  find in th is  s e c ­
tion  " r e l ie f  and r e c r e a t io n "  after a ll .
The f ir s t  part o f  the seven th  book is  p r im a r i ly  c o n cer n e d  with  
the m e d ie v a l  s c i e n c e s ,  that c o lo r fu l sp ecu la t io n  about n atu ra l p h e ­
nom en a  w hich  so o ften  s e e m s  to us to have b een  com pounded half of  
w h im sy ,  half  of w itch cra ft .  F o r  Gower and his age ,  of c o u r s e ,  it 
w as a m a tter  of s o le m n  and lofty s tu d y - -a lb e i t  a study c ir c u m s c r ib e d  
by the e x c e s s iv e  r e l ia n c e  on authority  and by the p rev a len t  r e l ig io u s  
a v e r s io n  for the m eth od s  of ind uctive  thinking.
To turn from  the p r ece d in g  ch ap ter ,  w ith its  c o n s id e r a t io n  of  
G ow er's  e th ica l  c o n c e p ts ,  to a d i s c u s s io n  of h is  v ie w  of the n atura l  
w orld  d oes  not r e q u ir e  an a b o u t-fa c e .  If Gower could  not shed  h is  
m o r a l i s t i c  point of v ie w  even  in the trea tm en t  of co u rt ly  lo v e ,  as  we  
sh a ll  s e e  la te r ,  it is  not s u r p r is in g  that h is  d e sc r ip t io n s  of n atu ra l  
phenom ena, is  co n fo rm ity  with ce n tu r ie s  of p a tr is t ic  and s c h o la s t ic  
thought, should be c o lo r e d  by the s a m e  m o r a l  b ia s .  T his  v e r y  l i m i ­
tation , w hich  c o m p e ls  us to d iscou n t G ow er, a long w ith m o s t  other  
m e d ie v a l  e n c y c lo p e d is t s ,  from  the standpoint of s c ie n t i f ic  a c c u ­
r a c y ,  n e v e r t h e le s s  affords another p e r s p e c t iv e  from  w hich  to
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c o n s id e r  c h a r a c te r i s t ic  p a ttern s  of m e d ie v a l  thought. Not s u r p r i s ­
in g ly , h o w e v e r ,  the study of the m e d ie v a l  s c i e n c e s ,  e m p ir ic a l  as  
it  w a s ,  could  be a q u a g m ire  even  for th o se  who sought to u se  it, 
l ik e  p h ilosop h y , as a handm aiden  to th eo lo g y .  E ven  G ow er, who 
w as o r d in a r i ly  the m o s t  orthodox  of m en ,  could find h im s e l f  on 
tr e a c h e r o u s  ground o c c a s io n a l ly .  But for the m o s t  part,  he had, as  
P r o f e s s o r  G eorge  F o x  h as o b s e r v e d ,  "a s e n s e  of boundary beyond  
w hich  the hum an m ind  should  not attem pt to go. In the M irour  
de l 'O m m e ,  Gower had rem a r k e d :
D e s  p h ilo so p h r e s  ot p lusour  
Qui d ieu  c o n u str en t  cre a to u r  
P a r  s e s  fo r a in e s  c r e a tu r e ,s ,
Son s e n s ,  sa  b eau te ,  sa  va lour;
M ais  nepouquant l e  d ro it  savour  
L eur f a i l l i s t ,  a n co is  d 'a u tres  c u r e s  
D e m e n e r o n t  le u r  e n v o is u r e s ,
Ly uns pour s a v o ir  l e s  n a tu res  
D e s  b e s t e s  et d 'o i s e a lx  entour,
Ly a u tres  f iron t  c o n je c tu r e s  
D 'a s tr o n o m y e  et d es  f ig u r e s ,
Q'a d ieu  ne f iron t  p lus d 'onour.
(M ir. 1 0 6 6 9 -8 0 .)
In the p a s s a g e ,  G ow er s e e m s  to be c e n su r in g  the n atu ra l p h ilo s o p h e r s ,
but a s  F o x  has c o r r e c t ly  pointed out, "he is  not con dem nin g  an
in t e r e s t  in n a tu re ,  but on ly  the p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  n ature w hich
3
in t e r f e r e s  with the con tem p la tion  of God. "
G ow er's  r e i t e r a te d  in s i s t e n c e  on the l im ita t io n s  of human
know ledge w as by no m e a n s  a m e r e ly  con ven tion a l a ck n ow led gem en t
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of a p o s it io n  held  by m o s t  in te l le c tu a ls  during the M iddle A g e s .
He knew why he b e l ie v e d  as  he did; he w as in te n s e ly  a w a re  both 
of the s id e  he w as  on and the a lte r n a t iv e  to it, the sp ir i t  of un­
r e s t r i c t e d  inquiry . C on seq u en tly ,  he v ie w e d  w ith d is tr u s t  not on ly  
th o se  few  s c ie n t i s t s  of the t im e  who, l ik e  R oger  B acon  a cen tu ry  
e a r l i e r ,  had hit upon som eth in g  l ik e  the in ductive  m ethod  of  
R e n a is s a n c e  s c ie n c e ,  but, m u ch  m o r e ,  the p s e u d o - s c ie n t i f ic  a l ­
c h e m is t s ,  s o r c e r e r s ,  and a s t r o lo g e r s  w h o se  m eth o d s ,  h ow ever  
im p r a c t ic a l ,  w e r e  to s e t  the s ta g e  for m od ern  s c ie n t i f ic  inquiry , and 
w h o se  co n c lu s io n s  lu re d  the m ind  away from  that p u rp o se ,  the  
con tem p la tion  of God, for w hich  know ledge  w as d es ig n e d .  The  
sp ecu la t io n s  of th e s e  s c ie n t i s t s  w e r e  a lm o s t  in v a r ia b ly  as c o m p le x  
as they  w e r e  in a c c u r a te ,  and the s c ie n t i s t s  t h e m s e lv e s  w e r e  often  
ignorant of the unorthodox im p lic a t io n s  of th e ir  t h e o r ie s .  It is  
in te r e s t in g ,  then, to note  the s k i l l  and in te g r ity  w ith  w hich  Gower  
th rea d s  h is  w ay through the d en se  v a r ie ty  of th e ir  w o r k s ,  r a r e ly  
a llow in g  h im s e l f  to be  caught in the sn a r e  of h e r e s y ,  even  when he  
d e m o n str a te s  h is  know ledge of the th eo ry  in w hich a h e r e s y  e x i s t s .
In com m en tin g  on G ow er's  know ledge of the n atu ra l w o r ld ,  I 
sh a ll  not c o n s id e r ,  point by point, a l l  of the s e v e r a l  a s p e c t s  of  
s e c u la r  le a r n in g  on w hich  the poet to u ch es .  Much of th is  has  
a lr ea d y  b een  dea lt  w ith  in the w ork s  of F o x  and W edel.  4 H ow ever ,  
it is  to our p u rp o se  to co n s id e r  at l e a s t  one or two of the s c ie n t i f ic
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id e a s  w hich  Gower and h is  c o n te m p o r a r ie s  found a b so rb in g , and 
to s e e  how the poet d ea lt  w ith them .
At the o u tse t ,  h o w e v er ,  a w ord  should be sa id  about the  
tr e a tm e n t  that G ow er, in h is  r o le  as  a p o e t - e n c y c lo p e d is t ,  has  
r e c e iv e d  from  th o se  few  s c h o la r s  who have d i s c u s s e d  the su bjec t  
at a l l .  That t r e a tm e n t  can  be su m m e d  up v e r y  b r ie f ly :  Gower has  
had the bad lu ck  to be co m p a red  w ith s c ie n t i f ic  w r i t e r s  l ik e  the  
e n c y c lo p e d is t  B ru netto  L atin i on the one hand, and w ith  C hau cer  on 
the o ther . T hus, G ow er i s  not te c h n ic a l  enough: "His actual kn ow ­
le d g e  w as e x tr e m e ly  l im ite d  and did not in vo lve  an in te l l ig e n t  c o m ­
p r e h e n s io n  of the p h ilo so p h ic a l  b a s i s  of a s tr o lo g y ,  or an in t im a te  
acq u ain tan ce  w ith c e l e s t i a l  m e c h a n ic s .  " N or is  he im a g in a t iv e  
enough in an a e s th e t ic  s e n s e :  "In turning to C h au cer , it  is  r e f r e s h ­
ing to find the d id a ct ic  and c o n tr o v e r s ia l  attitude /  of G o w e r /  tow ard  
a s tr o lo g y  r e p la c e d  by that of the a r t is t .  N ow, both o f  t h e s e  s t a t e ­
m en ts  contain  s o m e  truth . But they  a r e  m is le a d in g  b e c a u s e  n e ith er  
of them  d ea ls  w ith Gower in t e r m s  of what he w a s  a ttem ptin g . They  
fa i l  to r e f l e c t  the sc o p e  of h is  w id e  ranging and cu r io u s  m ind , or 
the d e g r e e  to w hich  h is  h igh ly  d eve lop ed  e th ica l  s e n s e  c o lo r e d  h is  
v ie w s ,  or  the d if fe r e n c e  b e tw een  the p u rp o se s  for w hich  he e x ­
p lo ited  h is  know ledge and th o se  w hich  m o tiv a ted  C haucer .
G ow er w ould  have b een  the f i r s t  to a g r e e  that h is  k now led ge  
of n a tu ra l s c i e n c e  w as  not that of a s p e c ia l i s t .  F o r  one th ing, he w as
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in te r e s te d ,  not in being  a s c ie n t i s t ,  bat in p o s s e s s in g  what w e would  
c a l l  a " w ell-roun ded"  u nderstanding  of the v a r io u s  d is c ip l in e s  of 
w hich  the natural s c i e n c e s  w e r e  but one. A nother c o n s id e r a t io n  
i s  that h e  d is tr u s te d  the e th ica l  c o n s e q u e n c e s  of a too g r e a t  e m ­
p h a s is  on th is  kind o f  k n ow ledge . A th ird , and the m o s t  im portan t,  
i s  that he w as  w r it in g  for the g e n e r a l  p u b l i c - - a  fac t  w hich , d esp ite  
i t s  o b v io u s n e s s ,  even  M acau lay  has ign ored . Within th is  l im ita t io n ,  
G ow er w as as cap ab le  and as  in te r e s t in g  as any other m e d ie v a l  
w r it e r ,  and far b e tter  than any o th ers  who w ro te  in E n g lish .
With th is  p r e fa c e ,  le t  us lo o k  f i r s t  at G ow er's  tr e a tm e n t  of 
a s tr o lo g y ,  the m o s t  im p ortant and the m o s t  in te r e s t in g  of the 
m e d ie v a l  s c i e n c e s .
The s o u r c e s  w hich  the p oet u sed  in h is  d i s c u s s io n  of the  
su b jec t  w e r e ,  as far as they  a r e  known, A lb u m a sa r 's  In troductor-  
ium in A str o n o m ia m , B runetto  L a t in i 's  T rjfsor , the p seu d o -  
A r is to te l ia n  S e c r e ta  S e c r e to r u m , the Speculum  A str o n o m ia e
7
attr ibuted  to R oger  B acon , and an o b sc u r e  w ork  by one A lch a n -  
d ru s .  ® The g r e a te r  part of G o w er 's  in form ation  d e r iv e s  from  the  
f i r s t  two of t h e s e  w o r k s .  In noting  th is  ra th er  l im ite d  b ib liograp h y ,  
the r e a d e r  should bear  in m ind , rot on ly  the g e n e r a l  s c a r c i t y  of 
l e a r n e d  to m e s  that w e r e  a v a ila b le  even  to s c h o la r ly  m en  at the t im e ,  
but a ls o  the fact  that the w hole  subject  of a s tr o lo g y  w as a fa ir ly  r ec e n t
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innovation in fo u r te e n th -c e n tu r y  England. Som e a l lu s io n s  to  
a s tr o lo g y  had o c c u r r e d  in v a r io u s  e a r l ie r  fo u r te e n th -c e n tu r y  w o rk s,  
u su a lly  in the r o m a n c e s ,  but not until Gower and C haucer m a d e  u se  
of th em  did they  b e c o m e  an a cce p te d  e m b e l l is h m e n t  o f  E n g lish  l i t ­
era tu re .  ^  In G ow er's  c a s e ,  h o w e v e r ,  they  a r e  not often  u sed  as  
a r t i s t ic  orn am en tation . The poet is  m o r e  in te r e s te d  in p r e se n t in g  
h is  r e a d e r s  with the p r in c ip le s  of the s c ie n c e  as m a t t e r  of in tr in s ic  
in te r e s t  ra th er  than as a m e a n s  of defin ing  a s e a s o n  or p r e se n t in g  
a c lu e  to s o m e o n e ’s c h a r a c te r .  But th is  d oes  not m ea n  that G ow er  
cannot or w i l l  not r e q u ir e  d id actic  in form ation  to su it  the p u rp o se s  
of art .  E v ery o n e  who h as rea d  the C o n fe s s io  Am antis  has noted  the  
"great d ig r e s s io n "  in the seven th  book, w hich  has a lr ea d y  b een  m e n ­
tion ed . H ow ever ,  few  c r i t i c s  have g iven  G ow er h is  due reg a r d in g  
h is  im a g in a t iv e  pow er on other o c c a s io n s  to shape en cy c lo p ed ic
in form ation  to the e x ig e n c ie s  of s ty le .  Though he r a r e ly  u s e s  that
]
pow er in the in t e r e s t s  of c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  or d e s c r ip t io n ,  he d oes  
em p loy  it for the p u rp o se  of d eve lop in g  a m o r e  p ow erfu l and m o r e  
d ra m a tic  n a r r a t iv e .  G o w er 's  n a r r a t iv e  s k i l l  w i l l  be d is c u s s e d  in
J
s o m e  d e ta i l  in a la ter  chapter; h o w e v er ,  it i s  w orth  noting h e r e  that 
that v e r y  pedantry  w hich  he a l lo w s  in the g a rru lo u s  c h a r a c te r  of the  
C o n fe s s o r - -a n d  for w hich  he h im s e l f  is  e x c e s s i v e l y  b la m e d - - i s  
v ig o r o u s ly  excluded  fro m  the s to r ie s  w hich  the C o n fe s s o r  t e l l s .  An 
ex a m p le  is  the ta le  of N ectanabus in the s ix th  book. G o w er 's  m a in
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so u r c e ,  the R om an de tou te  C h e v a le r ie  of T hom as of Kent, c o n ­
ta in ed  a lon g  p a s s a g e  on a s tr o lo g y  " r ea d y -m a d e ,  " so to speak , for  
our p o e t 's  u se .  It o c c u r s  when the a s t r o lo g e r ,  N ectan ab u s ,  in the  
fa sh io n  of the en c y c lo p e d is t ,  l e c t u r e s  Queen O ly m p ia s  on the c o lo r  
of the p lan ets  w h ile  w a iting  for a b e tter  ch an ce  to sp eak  to her of 
m o r e  p r iv a te  m a t te r s .  G ow er, h o w e v e r ,  d e le te s  th is  a s id e  for  
the sake of a g re a te r  continu ity  in h is  n a r r a t iv e .  On the o ther  hand, 
he in tro d u ces  additional com putations  on the part of N ectanabus  
w hen t h e s e  can be used  as s a l ie n t  fa c to r s  in the b r in g in g  forth  of 
O ly m p ia s '  ch ild , A lex a n d er .
Other e x a m p les  of th is  type of artfu l em en d ation  could  be  
c ite d ,  even  within the on e  f ie ld  of a s t r o lo g y - - f o r  ex a m p le ,  the f in e  
l in e s  to P h eb u s in the p r a y e r  of C ephalus (IV, 3 1 9 7 -3 2 3 7 ) .  H ow ever ,  
s in c e  we have  perhaps d ig r e s s e d  too m u ch  o u r s e lv e s ,  le t  us re tu rn  
to G o w er 's  own d ig r e s s io n  on the natu ral s c i e n c e s .
In d is c u s s in g  the p o e t 's  a s t r o lo g ic a l  k now ledge, F o x  has
d iv id ed  it into four g e n e r a l  c a t e g o r ie s :  the p la n e ts ,  the s ig n s ,  the
12f i f tee n  s t a r s ,  and the au th ors  who w ro te  of a s tr o n o m y . F o r  our 
own p u r p o s e s . i t  is  u se fu l to d i s c u s s  the l a s t  c a te g o r y  f i r s t .  As  
F o x  points out, G o w er 's  su m m a r y  of a s t r o lo g ic a l  t e r m s  and th e o r ie s  
ends with a r e f e r e n c e  l i s t  of authors on the s c ie n c e .  A quick g lan ce  
at th is  l i s t  is  in ord er:
On of the f e r s t e  w hich  it w rot
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A fter N oe ,  it w as N em b rot,
To h is  d i s c ip le  Y chonithon  
And m ad e  a bok forth  therupon  
The w hich  M e g a s ter  c lep ed  w a s .
An other A uctor in th is  ca s  
Is A r a c h e l ,  the w hich  m en  note;
His bok is  A bbategnyh hote .
D anz T h o lom e is  noght the ' leste ,
W hich m akth the bok of A lm a g e s te ;
And A lfragan u s doth the s a m e ,
Whos bok is  C hatem uz be n am e.
Gebuz and A lp etra g u s  eke  
Of P la n i s p e r ie ,  w hich  m en  se k e ,
The b ok es  m ad e;  and o v er  th is  
F u l m an y  a w orth i c l e r c  ther i s ,
That w r iten  upon th is  c l e r g ie  
The b ok es of A lte m e tr ie ,
P la n e m e tr ie  and ek a lso ,
W hiche as  b e lo n g en  bothe tuo,
So as th e i  ben n a tu r ien s .
Unto th e se  A s tr o n o m ie n s .
Men s e in  that Habraham  w as on;
Bot w hether that he w rot or non,
That finde I noght; and M o is e s  
Ek w as an other: bot H e r m e s  
A bove a l le  o thre  in th is  s c ie n c e  
He hadde a g re t  e x p e r ie n c e .
(C A , VII, 1 4 5 1 -1 4 7 8 .)
T his  is  hard ly  Gower at h is  b e s t ,  but the p a s s a g e  has a con n ection
with a p a r t icu la r  point w hich  P r o f e s s o r  F o x  w is h e s  to m ak e ,
n a m e ly ,  that Gower w as no s p e c ia l i s t  in the m e d ie v a l  s c i e n c e s .
That fact  is  not an argu ab le  m a tte r .  But F o x  g o es  on to say:
I do not b e l i e v e  that Gower w as acquainted  with  
the authors whom he l i s t s ,  for a v e r y  s im p le  
r e a s o n .  T h e se  a r e  authors of d iff icu lt  w ork s  on 
a s tr o n o m y . Only a m an with a keen  in te r e s t  in 
a s tro n o m y  could  w ade through th em . A nyone  
p o s s e s s i n g  such  an in te r e s t  w ould n ev er  have  
turned  out as p u e r i le  a p e r fo r m a n c e  as  the  
a s tr o lo g ic a l  p ortion  of the education  of A lex a n d er .
The w ork s  of s o m e ,  or a l l ,  of t h e s e  w r i t e r s  m ay
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h ave  p a s s e d  through G o w er 's  hands, but that he
had m a s t e r e d  th e m , and knew in what r e s p e c t
13th e ir  th e o r ie s  d if fere d  is  to m e  in c r e d ib le .
One w on d ers  w hether  th is  kind of s ta tem en t  is  v e r y  ju s t i f ia b le .
F o r  one th ing, it  im p l ie s  that G ow er w as so m eth in g  of a p o se u r ,  
p retend ing  to a know led ge  of books he hadn't read  when in fac t  such  
l i s t s  w e r e  an approved  part of m e d ie v a l  r h e to r ic a l  th eo ry .  F o r  
a n oth er , it  s u g g e s t s  that h is  know led ge  of a s tr o lo g y ,  ra th er  than  
b ein g  m e r e ly  l im ite d ,  w as  " p u er ile ,  " that i s ,  fo o l i s h  and ch ild ish .  
And for s t i l l  another , the c r i t i c i s m ,  d e l iv e r e d  in a v acu u m , le a v e s  
one w ith a m o r e - t h a n - e v e r  r e in fo r c e d  im p r e s s i o n  of G ow er not only  
as a stuffy  pedant, but as  a f a l s e  pedant at that. Indebted as any 
student of Gower m u st  be to P r o f e s s o r  F o x  for the data he p r o v id e s ,  
su ch  s ta te m e n ts  as the one ju s t  quoted have con v in ced  th is  student, 
at l e a s t ,  that G o w er 's  p oem  can  only  r e c e iv e  a ju s t  eva luation  if it 
i s  c o n s id e r e d  w ith  the au th or 's  o v e r a l l  p u rp o se ,  and h is  au d ien ce ,  
a lw a y s  in m ind .
In th is  con n ect io n ,  le t  us look  again  at G ow er's  guide to the
a s t r o lo g ic a l  a u th o r it ie s .  E ven  the m o s t  c a su a l  re a d e r  w i l l  s e e  at
o n ce  that the poet is  not c la im in g  an .in t im a te  know ledge of th e s e  
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a u th o rs .  Gower h as s im p ly  p rov id ed  a guide for "whom it l ike th  
forto  w i t e /  Of h em  that th is  s c i e n c e  w r ite .  " F a r  from  c la im in g  any 
g r e a t  au thority  on the su b jec t ,  the p oet ,  w ith  c h a r a c te r i s t ic  m o d e s ty ,  
d ir e c t s  h is  r e a d e r s  to th o se  who r e a l ly  a r e  a u th o r it ie s .  15
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A s for the p u e r i l i ty  of G ow er's  tr e a tm e n t  of a s tr o lo g y ,  the  
im p ortan t point is  th is :  granting  that Gower w as not w r it in g  a book  
on a s tr o lo g y ,  but ra th er  a su m m a r y  su ita b le  for educated  n o n ­
s p e c ia l i s t s  in the f ie ld ,  h is  g e n e r a l iz a t io n s  a r e  not often  w rong ,  
or even  m is le a d in g ,  a cco r d in g  to the know ledge of h is  t im e .  His  
i s  popular s c ie n c e ,  but unlike so  m uch  e l s e  of the typ e , it i s  not 
p a r t ic u la r ly  out o f  date .  G o w er 's  p r e se n ta t io n  is  the m o r e  n o t ­
ab le  w hen one c o n s id e r s  that England, unlike the C ontinent, had 
not p roduced  h a rd ly  anything in the w ay of a s t r o lo g ic a l  w r i t i n g s ^  
ex cep t  w ith  r e g a r d  to the th e o lo g ic a l  im p lic a t io n s  of the s c i e n c e - - 
to w hich , a s  w e sh a ll  s e e ,  Gower a ls o  added h is  sh a r e .
Gower', j t r e a tm e n t  of the p la n e ts ,  th e ir  m o v e m e n ts  and in -
17f lu e n c e s ,  i s ,  as  P r o f e s s o r  F o x  a d m its ,  r e s p e c ta b le  enough. F o r
e x a m p le ,  the r e a s o n  why s o m e  p lan ets  o v er ta k e  and p a s s  o th e r s  in
th e ir  c o u r s e  is  that
The m o r e  th e i  stonden  lo w e ,
The m o r e  ben  the c e r c l e s  l a s s e .
(CA, VII, 7 0 6 - 7 . )
In d e s c r ib in g  the ord er  of the p la n e ts ,  G ow er em p lo y s  c o r r e c t ly  
the P to le m a ic  s y s t e m .  The m oon  has " governance"  ov er  the se a ,  
the t id e s ,  and " ev ery  f i s s h  w hich  hath a s c h e l l e .  " Its e c l ip s e  is  c o r ­
r e c t ly  exp la ined:
. . . the Sonne out of h is  s ta g e  
N e se th  him  noght w ith  fu ll  v i s a g e ,
F o r  he is  w ith  the ground b esch a d ed ,
So that the M one is  s o m d ie l  faded  
And m a y  noght fu lly  sch yn e  c le r .
(CA, VII, 7 4 1 -5 .)
G erm an s  and E n g lish m e n  a r e  p a r t ic u la r ly  in f lu en ced  by the m o o n 's  
" disp os ic ion "  w hich  p rom p ts  th em  to " tra v a ile  in e v e r y  lond. "
In l ik e  m a n n er ,  G ow er m o v e s  through the r o s t e r  of the p lanet  
dutifu lly  a s c r ib in g  to each , in b r ie f  ou tlin e , its  p o s it io n  and in ­
f lu e n c e .  T hus, M er cu ry  in f lu en ce s  m en  to be b ook ish ,  s ed en ta ry ,  
m e r c e n a r y ,  and it s  e f fec t  is  f e l t  m o s t ly  in B urgundy and F r a n c e .  
V en u s, n a tu ra lly ,  r u le s  a l l  l o v e r s ,  and, in m a t t e r s  of p a s s io n ,  
c a u s e s  th em  to l o s e  th e ir  r e a s o n .  The s p e c ia l  dom ain  of th is  
planet is  L om bardy.
In p r e se n t in g  th is  e n c y c lo p ed ic  in form ation , Gower m o v e s  
in and out of p o etry ,  but, a l l  th ings c o n s id e r e d ,  the o v e r a l l  e f fec t  
i s  d ec id e d ly  p lea sa n t .  T im e  and again  one c o m e s  upon p a s s a g e s  
that a r e  brigh t and c le a r  as the h e a v e n ly  b od ies  they  d e s c r ib e ;  
the a c a d e m ic  d r y n e s s  of the su b jec t  is  often  c o m p le te ly  o v e r ­
shadow ed  by the ly r ic  f r e s h n e s s  of the l i n e s .  C o n s id e r ,  for  e x ­
a m p le ,  the p o e t 's  own c a n t ic le  to the sun, w hich , for  a ll  its  c o n ­
v en t io n a li ty ,  s t i l l  has a spontaneou s quality  that can "gladeth" the  
h ea r t  quite as m u ch  as the thing it d e s c r ib e s :
The b r igh te  Sonne stant above,
Which is  the h in d r e r e  of the nyht 
And fo r th r e r e  of the d a ie s  lyht,
As he w hich  is  th e  w o r ld e s  ye,
89
Thurgh whom the lu s t i  c o m p a ig n ie  
Of fo u le s  be  the m o r w e  s in g e ,
The f r e i s s h e  f lou rb s  sp red e  and sp r in g e ,
The h ihe t r e  the ground b esch a d eth ,
And e v e r y  m a n n es  h e r te  gladeth .
Of gold  g l i s t r e n d e  Spoke and w h ie l  
The Sonne h is  c a r te  hath fa ir e  and w ie l ,
In w hich  he s i t t ,  and is  coron ed  
With b r igh te  s to n e s  en v ironed .
(CA, VII, 802-10 , 815-18.)
F o x  h as te n ta t iv e ly  a s c r ib e d  m o s t  of G o w er 's  in form ation  
about the p lan ets  to B ru netto  L a t in i 's  T r e s o r - - a  w e l l  c h o se n  s o u r c e ,  
a s  it happens; the g r e a t  sch o la r  and m en tor  to D ante w as one of the  
m o s t  fam ou s e n c y c lo p e d is t s  of h is  day. N e v e r t h e le s s ,  Gower did  
not depend on h is  authority  b lin d ly . A num ber of d e ta i ls  in th is  
s e c t io n ,  in clud ing  the long  and fan c ifu l d e sc r ip t io n  of the Sun's  
crow n , w hich  fo l lo w s  the p a s s a g e  quoted above, w e r e  found by  
Gower e l s e w h e r e .
G ow er's  accou nt of the f if tee n  s ta r s  (VII, 1281-1438), the  
point of w hich  i s  "apparently  no m o r e  than that c e r ta in  h erb s  and 
s to n e s  p o s s e s s  the p o w e rs  of c e r ta in  c e l e s t ia l  b o d ie s ,  and. t h e r e ­
fo r e  one could  w ork  w on d ers  w ith th em  if one knew how, i s quite  
as  dull a s  F o x  s u g g e s t s .
The p o et 's  d e s c r ip t io n  of the s ig n s  of the zo d ia c  (VII, 878-1236)  
in c lu d es  p r e c i s e ly  th o se  tex tb ook  e le m e n ts  that one w ould  ex p ect  in  
v ie w  of the l im ita t io n s  of G ow er's  own know ledge and even  m o r e ,  the  
u n sp e c ia l iz e d  in t e r e s t  of h is  audience. He d e s c r ib e s  each  s ig n  in
t e r m s  of its  con figu ration , the num ber of its  s ta r s  and their  
p o s it io n ,  its  "quality" or p a r t icu la r  c o m b in a t io n  of e le m e n ts ,  hot 
and dry , dry  and co ld , et c e te r a ,  and its  m onth. To t h e s e  data, 
G ow er s o m e t im e s  m a k es  the fortunate  addition  of a few  l in e s  d e s ­
c r ib in g  th e  m onth  to w hich  c e r ta in  s ig n s  b e lon g .  The p o e t 's  en u m ­
era t io n  of the s ta r s  in each  s ign  and h is  a r ra n g em e n t  of them  d oes  
not con form  to the usual P to le m a ic  a n a ly s is  of the z o d ia c .  B e c a u s e  
of th is ,  M acau lay  had a s su m e d  that G ow er w as co n fu sed  about the  
m atter .^ ®  F o x , h o w e v er ,  has p rod uced  e v id e n c e  that the p o et 's  
d e s c r ip t io n  is  a c o r r e c t  su m m a r y  of a m o r e  o b s c u r e  p lan etary
s y s t e m  propounded by an equa lly  o b s c u r e  a s tr o lo g e r  n am ed  A l-  
21ch an d ru s. T h is  w r ite r  w as  app arently  an u n re l ia b le ,  if in g en io u s ,  
s o u r c e .  In rep rod u c in g  h is  a rr a n g e m e n t  of the s t a r s ,  or p erh ap s  a 
re d a c t io n  of h is  a rra n g em e n t ,  G ow er w as  guilty  of p a s s in g  along  
unsound a s t r o lo g ic a l  lo r e ,  but th is  is  the  only  o c c a s io n  w hen that  
i s  the  c a s e .  A m o r e  s e r io u s  c o n s id e r a t io n ,  h o w e v e r ,  is  the fact  
that G ow er s e e m s  h e r e  to be d ea ling  w ith  the forb idden  art of a s ­
tr o lo g ic a l  m a g ic ;  h is  and A lc h a n d r u s 1 d is p o s i t io n  of the s ta r s  is  
dependent upon an u nconventional w ay of d ea lin g  with the zo d ia c .
That i s ,  in s tead  of c o n s id e r in g  it in t e r m s  of the tw e lv e  s ig n s  that  
a r e  the m a n s io n s  of the sun, it is  c o n s id e r e d  in t e r m s  of the tw en ty -  
eight "partia l s ig n s"  that a r e  the m a n s io n s  of the m oon . T h ere  is
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no point in p a r t ic u la r iz in g  th is  m a tter  further h e r e ,  excep t  to add 
that t h e s e  m a n s io n s  of the m oon  w e r e  not in good standing with  
r e s p e c ta b le  a s t r o lo g e r s  of the t im e .  It i s  im p o s s ib le  to c o n jec tu re  
why Gower used  th is  s o u r c e  at th is  p a r t icu la r  point in  h is  d is c u s s io n ,  
ra th er  than one that w ould h ave  d ea lt  w ith the zo d ia c  of s ig n s  m o r e  
co n v en tio n a lly .  The im p ortan t  c o n s id e r a t io n  i s  t h i s - - t h a t ,  having  
u sed  it ,  G ow er d iv e s t s  what he  u s e s  of the m a g ic a l  im p lic a t io n s  
that had ta in ted  the o r ig in a l .  F o x  b e l i e v e s  that th is  w as  the a c ­
c id en ta l  r e s u l t  of the p o e t 's  ig n o ra n ce .  He s u g g e s t s  that G ow er p r o ­
bably  did not know that he w as  w r it in g  about the m a n s io n s  of the  
22m oon , s in c e  he did not u se  the p h r a se  or c a l l  the m a n s io n s  by 
th e ir  Arabic n a m e s .  Y et he m u s t  have  known that he w as  not d e a l-  
l in g  w ith  the m a n s io n s  of the sun, the tw e lv e  con ven tion a l s ig n s  w hich  
w e r e  the one fact  of a s tr o lo g y  that ev e r y o n e  then  knew  about and 
w hich  m an y  p eop le  s t i l l  do. It is  m o r e  r e a s o n a b le  to con c lu d e  that  
Gower w a s  d e l ib e r a te ly  e s c a p in g  the c o n s e q u e n c e s  of that k n ow ledge,  
n a m e ly ,  that the m a n s io n s  of the m oon  w e r e  u sed  for the p u r p o se s  
of m a g ic ,  and p a r t ic u la r ly  for the p red ic t io n  of even ts  in the l i v e s  
of m en .  Gower s id e - s t e p s  a ll  of th is;  what he r e p r o d u c e s  is  m e r e ly  
an unconventional p la c e m e n t  of the s ta r s  in the z o d ia c a l  s ig n s .
T his d ep artu re  from  a cce p te d  th e o r ie s  b r in g s  us to a 
c o n s id e r a t io n  of G o w er 's  attitude tow ard s  a s tr o lo g y ,  as o p p osed  to  
h is  m e r e  r e i te r a t io n  of s o m e  of its  p r in c ip le s .  In th is  con n ection ,
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a few  w ord s  should  be sa id  about the orthodox  v ie w  of the s c ie n c e ,
a s  G ow er in h er ited  it. Without a ttem p ting  to r e v ie w  the long  h is to r y
of the C hurch 's  changing attitude tow ard s  it ,  w e  can turn to T h om as
A q u inas , in w h o se  w r it in g s  the r e la t io n sh ip  of a s tr o lo g y  to th eo lo g y
w a s  d e f in it iv e ly  s ta ted  as far as the la te r  m e d ie v a l  c e n tu r ie s  w e r e
c o n c e r n e d .  The m o d e r n  r e a d e r ,  to w hom  the w h ole  su bjec t  of
a s tr o lo g y  s u g g e s t s  an e le m e n t  of m a g ic ,  m a y  not find it as  e a s y
as the m e d ie v a l  s c h o la r  did to d is t in g u ish  b etw een  the s c ie n t i f ic
and the m a g ic a l  s id e  of the su b jec t .  A qu inas , h o w e v e r ,  is  p r e c i s e
in sep a r a t in g  th e s e  two a s p e c t s .  A str o lo g y ,  then, is  a l e g i t im a te
f ie ld  of study as  long  as it r e m a in s  a p art of the n atura l s c i e n c e s ,
that i s ,  the w orld  of tan g ib le  ph en om ena  and th e ir  in te r r e la t io n s h ip s .
T he p h y s ic a l  u n i v e r s e - - t r e e s ,  c r o p s ,  t id e s ,  s e a s o n s  —  as w e l l  as
the p h y s ic a l  or b o d ily  n a tu re  of m an , m a y  le g i t im a te ly  be sa id  to
be ru led  by the s ta r s :
E v e r y  m u ltitu de  p r o c e e d s  from  unity, and what  
i s  im m o v a b le  i s  a lw a y s  un iform , w h e r e a s  what 
is  m o v e d  h as  m an y  w ays  o f  b e in g .  F o r  th is  
r e a s o n ,  it m u st  be o b s e r v e d  that throughout  
the w ho le  of n a tu re ,  a l l  m o v e m e n t  p r o c e e d s  from  
the im m o v a b le .  T h e r e fo r e  the m o r e  im m o v a b le  
c e r ta in  th ings  a r e ;  the m o r e  a re  they  the c a u s e  of  
th o se  th ings  w hich  a r e  m o r e  m o v a b le .  N ow  the  
h e a v e n ly  b o d ie s  a r e  of a l l  b o d ie s  the m o s t  i m ­
m o v a b le ,  for th ey  a r e  not m o v ed  sa v e  lo c a l ly .
H en ce ,  the  m o v e m e n ts  of b od ies  h e r e  below , w hich  
a r e  v a r io u s  and m u lt ifo r m  m o v e m e n ts ,  m u st  b e  r e ­
f e r r e d  to the m o v e m e n ts  of the h ea v en ly  b od ies  
as to th e ir  c a u s e .  ^3
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C onseq u en tly ,  a s t r o lo g e r s  m a y  w e l l  b e  ab le  to f o r e t e l l  the  
in f lu en ce  that the h e a v e n ly  b o d ies  w il l  have  on m a t te r s  of m e d ic in e ,  
a g r ic u ltu r e ,  m e te o r o lo g y ,  and the like; and t h e s e  p r e d ic t io n s  a re  
v a lu a b le  b e c a u s e  th ey  aid  m an  in an tic ipating  ev en ts  in the s c h e m e  
of natu re .
On the m o r e  c o n tr o v e r s ia l  su b jec t  of the r e la t io n s h ip  b etw een
a s tr o lo g y  and f r e e  w i l l ,  A quinas c r y s t a l l i z e s  a c o m p r o m is e  attitude
24that had b een  evo lv in g  for a long  t im e .  He s ta te s  that, s in c e  the  
hum an in te l le c t  and w il l  a r e  not c o r p o r e a l ,  they  a r e  not d ir e c t ly  
in f lu en ced  by the s t a r s .  H o w ev er ,  s in c e  the c o r p o r e a l  org a n s  a re  
affec ted  by the h ea v en ly  b o d ie s  and s in c e  w il l  and in te l le c t  a r e ,  in  
turn, a ffec ted  by t h e s e  o r g a n s ,  the  s ta r s  m a y  b e  sa id  to have  an 
in d ir e c t  in f lu en ce  on th em . The in te l le c t  is  m o r e  s u sc e p t ib le  than  
the a l l - im p o r ta n t  w i l l ,  but even  when the in te l le c t  f a i l s ,  g r a c e  m a y  
r e s c u e  the la t ter  facu lty  from  the n e c e s s i t y  of y ie ld in g  to the in ­
f lu e n c e  of the s t a r s .  In th is  s e n s e  of r e s i s t in g  the pow er of the  
h e a v en ly  b o d ie s ,  the w i s e  m an  m a y  be sa id  to r u le  the s t a r s ,  s in c e  
he r u le s  h is  own p a s s io n s .
D e s p i te  his p l ia b i l i ty  on the su b jec t ,  A quinas d oes  draw  the  
l in e  at the p red ic t io n ,  by m e a n s  of a s tr o lo g y ,  of fo r tu itou s  e v en ts .  
P a r t ic u la r ly ,  the p ro p h esy in g  w ith cer ta in ty  of m a n 's  fu ture  is  an 
ev i l  art ,  s in c e  it d e n ie s  the a l l - im p o r ta n t  e le m e n t  of f r e e  w i l l .
D uring  the one and a ha lf  c e n tu r ie s  that s e p a r a te d  A quinas
94
and the E n g lish  poet,  the fo r m e r ' s  v ie w s  w e r e  rep ea te d  m an y  t im e s  
w ith  l i t t le  v a r ia t io n .  In England, p erh ap s  the b e s t  su ch  r e s ta te m e n t  
p r io r  to G ow er's  o c c u r s  in a la te  th ir te e n th -c e n tu r y  fra g m en t ,  part  
of a L egen d  of M ichael:
Thurf g r e t  wit of c l e r g ie  h e r e  /  the p la n e t s /  n a m e s  
w e r e  fu r s t  ifounde.
F o r  ech  of the s o v en e  m a i g re t  v e r tu  an urthe do,
B othe of w ed er  and frut, as  h e r e  poer i s  therto;
And a ls o  m en  that beoth ib o re  under h e r e  m i^ te  iw is
S ch u lle  habbe d iv e r s e  m i^ te ,  and ly f ,  a fter  that  
h e r e  v e r tu  i s ,
S u m m e le c h o u r s ,  and su m m e  g lo tou n s , and s u m m e  
other m an nere;
N a th e le s  a m an of god inwit of a l le  thulke h im  m a i  
sk ere :
F o r  p la n etes  n e  doth non other bote  j e v e t h  in m a n e s  
w il le ,
To beo  l i th e r  o ther  god as h e r e  v e r tu  w o le  to t i l l e ,
And ^ yveth  a ls o  q u a lity  to do so  other so ,
And no^t for then by h is  inw it ech  m an m a y  do.
F o r  such  qualite^hath nom an to beo  lech o u r  other  
sch r  ew e,
That ne  m a i  h im  w it ie  ther aaen , ac n a th e le s  so  doth  
few e .  ^
T h ere  can b e  no doubt that G ow er u n derstood  th is  v iew ; if  anything, 
he c a r r ie d  it fu r th er .  He m a y  have b een  no s p e c ia l i s t  in the s c ie n c e  
i t s e l f ,  but he had a c le a r  u nderstanding  of a s tr o lo g y  in t e r m s  of its  
e th ica l  and th e o lo g ic a l  c o n s e q u e n c e s .  B e fo r e  ev er  beg inn ing  h is  
su m m a r y  of its  p r in c ip le s ,  the poet puts the rea d er  on h is  guard; 
after  sta ting  the a s t r o lo g e r s '  b e l ie f  in the pow er of the h eaven ly  
b o d ie s ,  Gower g o es  on to sa y  that
. . . the  d iv in  se ith  o th e r w is e ,  
That if  m en  w e r e n  goode and w is e
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And p le sa n t  unto the godhede,
T h ei sh o ld en  noght the s t e r r e s  drede;
F o r  o m an, if  h im  w e l  b e fa l le ,
Is m o r e  w orth  than ben th e i  a l le  
T ow ard es  h im  that w e ld eth  al.
Bot yet  the la w e  o r ig in a l ,
W hich he hath se t  in the n a tu r e s ,
Mot w orch en  in the c r e a tu r e s ,
That th e r e o f  m a i  be non o b s ta c le ,
Bot if  it stonde upon m ir a c le  
Thurgh p r e i e r e  of som  h o ly  m an.
(C A , VII, 6 5 -1 6 3 .)
In other w o r d s ,  the law s  of n a tu re ,  in clud ing  th o se  that the s c ie n c e  
of a s tr o lo g y  purports  to study, a r e  n e c e s s a r y  to the o rd er  of the  
u n iv e r s e .  But th ey  a r e  by no m e a n s  the ju s t i f ic a t io n  of a d o c tr in e  
of p r e d e s t in a t io n  or of a s to ic  f a ta l i sm .  The cou rt of la s t  appeal is  
a lw a y s  God H im se lf ,  who m a d e  the la w s  of n a tu re  as w e l l  as  the  
m en  who a r e  in fluenced  by th em . M an 's  own f r e e  w i l l  on the one  
hand and the a lw ays  p r e s e n t  p o s s i b i l i t y  of the m ir a c u lo u s  on the  
other c o m p e l  the s c ie n c e  to take its  p la c e  in the la r g e r  dom ain  of  
th eo lo g y .
C oncern in g  fe e  w i l l ,  and its  r e la t io n  to the s t a r s ,  G ow er had
e a r l ie r  s ta ted  h is  attitude in the M irour de l 'O m m e :
. . . Et nepourqant  
Un sou l p rod h om m e a d ieu  priant  
P o r r a  q u a sse r  du m ein ten an t  
T r e s to u t  l e  p r is  de le u r  d iete:
Dont m 'e s t  a v is  a m on  sem b la n t ,
D epuisque l 'o m m e  e s t  s i  p u is sa n t ,
Nous n 'avons  gard e  du p lan ete .
(M ir. , 2 6 7 4 2 -4 8 .  )
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And a ls o ,  in the Vox C la m a n t is :
In v ir tn te  d e i  sa p ie n s  dom inabitur a s tr a ,
Totaque con seq u itu r  v i s  o r iz o n t i s  earn:
C ircu lu s  et c i c lu s ,  o m n is  quoque sp e r a  su p r em a  
Sub p ede sunt h o m in is  quem iuuat ip s e  d eu s .
(VC, II, 2 3 9 - 4 2 . )
T his  la s t  quotation ;and its  l e s s  e x p l ic i t  r e i t e r a t io n  in the C o n fe s s io  
A m antis  r e p r e s e n t  the end r e s u l t  o£ the long  b a tt le  b e tw een  m e d ie v a l  
th eo lo g y  and the s c ie n c e  of a s tr o lo g y .  The P to le m a ic  p r e c e p t  that  
the w is e  m an r u le s  the s ta r s  has undergone a c o m p le te  t r a n s f o r m a ­
tion . O r ig in a l ly  the p h r a se  had r e f e r r e d  to the a s t r o lo g e r ,  who by 
m e a n s  of h is  s c ie n c e  could  o u tg u ess  and a v e r t  h is  d es t in y .  With 
T h om as A quinas, the " w ise  man" has b e c o m e  the m an  of stron g  
c h a r a c te r ,  who, by understand ing  the p la n eta ry  in f lu e n c e s  and their  
e f fe c ts  on h is  "natural" n a tu re ,  m a y  guard a g a in s t  the e v i l  in c l in a ­
t io n s  they  m igh t prod u ce  in h im . G ow er, h o w e v er ,  g iv e s  the p h ra se  
an even  m o r e  r e l ig io u s  m ea n in g .  P r a y e r  an the e f f ic a c y  of g r a c e  
as w e l l  as  s tren gth  of c h a r a c te r ,  a r e  the m ea n s  by  w hich  the w i s e  
m an  c o n tr o ls  the s ta r s .
Only on ce  w h e r e  th e  su b jec t  of a s tr o lo g y  is  co n c e r n e d  d oes  
Gower step  out of c h a r a c te r  as the cham pion  of orthodoxy . In the
t
s ix th  book of the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  the C o n fe s s o r  w a rn s  the L over  
a g a in s t  us in g  s o r c e r y  as a m e a n s  of fu r th er in g  h is  su it ,  but then he 
in te r je c t s  an in te r e s t in g  qua lif ica tion :
F o r  th e s e  c r a f t e s ,  a s  I f inde,
V -
A m an  m a i  do be w e ie  of kinde,
B e  so  it be to good en ten te .
(CA,  VI, 1 3 03 -5 . )
The C hurch, of c o u r s e ,  w as a g a in s t  any kind of m a g ic ,  w hite
as w e l l  as  b lack . But th e s e  l in e s  a re  l e s s  h e r e t i c a l  than th ey  m ay
at f i r s t  appear to b e , and not, a s  W edel b e l i e v e s ,  s im p ly  the r e s u l t
of G o w er 's  too c l o s e  a d h eren ce  to h is  so u r c e ,  the Speculum  A s -  
Z 6tr o n o m ia e .  The p h ra se  "be w e ie  of kinde" exp la ins  G o w er 's  m e a n ­
ing. As p r e v io u s ly  noted , he u s e s  it  freq u en tly ,  and it has  the c le a r  
connotation  of " accord in g  to the law s  of n a tu re .  " In th is  con text,  
then, w e  m a y  conclud e that the kind of m a g ic  that G ow er's  C o n fe s so r  
i s  advocatin g  is  s c a r c e ly  m a g ic  at a l l ,  s in c e  the w hole  point of that 
a c t iv i ty  is  that, w hether for good o r - i l l  p u r p o se s ,  it a lw a y s  in ­
v o lv e s  a v io la t io n  of the natura l law . G ow er, w ith h is  c o n s e r v a t iv e  
and r e l ig io u s  habit of thought, m u st  have  fe l t  that a l l  s c ie n t i f ic  in ­
qu iry , even  when it w as  r e s p e c ta b le ,  w as  "m agic"  of a s o r t - - b u t  
w hite m a g ic ,  a s  long  as it  w as em p loyed  "be w e ie  of k inde. "
A s far  as other s c ie n t i f ic  and p s e u d o - s c ie n t i f ic  su b jec ts  a re  
c o n cer n e d ,  G ow er is  a lm o s t  as content to r e p ro d u ce  in er t  fa c ts  as  
P r o f e s s o r  F o x  in s i s t s  that he i s .  H is g e o m e tr y  is  ru d im en ta ry ,  and 
so  is  h is  know led ge  of geography  and m e d ic in e .  T h e se  a r e  t r i f l e s  
throw n in to a m u se  an au d ien ce  that knew even  l e s s  about su ch  m a t te r s  
than the p oet h im s e l f  did. In h is  d i s c u s s io n  of the m ic r o c o s m  and
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the m a c r o c o s m ,  h o w ev er ,  Gower w as  c le a r ly  on fa m il ia r  ground, 
and he d e m o n str a te s  a m o r e  than am ateur  know led ge  of t h e s e  r e ­
la ted  su b je c ts ,  w hich , w ith a s tr o lo g y ,  w e r e  perhaps the m o s t  i m ­
portant f ie ld s  of s c ie n t i f ic  sp ecu la t io n  in the la te r  M iddle A g e s .  
Gower g iv e s  th em  a co rr esp o n d in g  d e g r e e  of attention  in the C on ­
f e s s i o  A m a n tis .  The P r o lo g u e  (910-66) and the sev en th  book (203-  
620) conta in  h is  m o s t  im portant,  though not h is  on ly , s ta te m e n ts  on 
t h e s e  su b je c ts .  H is em p h a s is  h o w e v er ,  should not, b e  thought of 
only  as an in d ication  that he w as c a te r in g  to a popular in te r e s t .
Nor in th is  c a s e  is  it p o s s ib le  to a g r e e  w ith F o x 's  a s s e r t io n  that  
Gower w as  an in c o r r ig ib le  am ateu r in every th in g  that had to do with  
n atural s c ie n c e .  ^  It is  tru e ,  on the other hand, that the p o e t 's  in ­
te l l ig e n t  gra sp  of the u nderly ing  p r in c ip le s  of the m ic r o c o s m - m a c r o -  
c o s m  re la t io n sh ip  w e r e  not p a r t ic u la r ly  m otiv a ted  by the s p ir i t  of  
s c ie n t i f ic  inquiry . He w as above a ll  celse in te r e s te d  in su b s ta n t ia t ­
ing a s p e c i f ic  point of v ie w  about the human condition , and s c ie n c e  
w as one a v a ila b le  m e a n s  of h is  doing so .  T h is  point of v ie w  m igh t be  
su m m ed .u p  in the fo llow ing  s ta te m e n ts :  (a) the u n iv e r s e  e x i s t s  for  
the in s tru c t io n  of m an , and (b) the natural w orld  is  in f lu en ced  by the  
a c t io n s  of m an , and to an extent r e f l e c t s  th o se  a c t io n s .  T h o se  id e a s ,  
p a r t ic u la r ly  the fo r m e r ,  w e r e  by no m ea n s  o r ig in a l  with Gower; 
th ey  w e r e ,  in fac t ,  d ec id ed ly  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  of the thought of the 
t im e .  But the la t te r  point, in sp ite  of its  c lo s e  re la t io n sh ip  with
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the sp ir i t  of m e d ie v a l  C h r is t ia n ity ,  w as r a r e ly  m ad e  exp lic it ;  and
c e r ta in ly  no l i t e r a r y  f ig u re  of the age c a r r ie d  the idea  further than  
28did G ow er. It is  probab le  that in th is  con n ection  Gower w as far
m o r e  in f lu en ced  by n o n - l i t e r a r y  s o u r c e s  than by the w ork s  he had  
29rea d . In any c a s e ,  he saw  fit  to push  th is  b e l ie f  in the u lt im ate  
r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  of m an for h is  own a c t io n s  to an im a g in a t iv e ,  if not 
a lo g ic a l ,  co n c lu s io n .  As w e have s e e n ,  G ow er b e l ie v e d  that the  
w e lfa r e  of the s o c ia l  ord er  w as  in e x tr ic a b ly  r e la te d  to the d e g r e e  
of v ir tu e  or v ic e  that e x i s te d  in the l i v e s  of indiv idual m en . But 
m o r e ,  he w as  con v in ced  that the n atu ra l w or ld  i t s e l f  w as  dependent  
on human a c t io n s  for its  condition:
B ot al th is  wo is  c a u s e  of m an,
The w hich  that w it and r e s o n  can,
And that in tokne and in w itn e s s e  
That ilke  y m a g e  bar l ik n e s s e  
Of m an and of non other b e s t e .
F o r  f e r s t  unto the m an n es  h e s te  
Was e v e r y  c r e a tu r e  ord e in ed ,
Bot a fterw ard  it w a s  r e s tr e ig n e d ;
Whan that he f e l l ,  th e i  f e l l e n  eke,
Whan he w as sek ,  th e i  w oxen  seke;
F o r  as  the m an  hat p a s s io u n  
Of s e k n e s s e ,  in co m p a r iso u n  
So so ffren  o th re  c r e a tu r e s .
L o, f e r s t  the h e v en ly  f ig u r e s ,
The Sonne and M one e c l ip s e n  bothe,
And ben w ith  m an n es  sen n e  w rothe;
The p u r e s t  E ir  for Senne a lo fte  
Hath been  and is  corrup t fu lo fte ,
Right now the hyhe w yndes b low e,
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And anon a fter  th e i ben lo w e ,
Now clow dy and now c l ie r  it is :
So m a y  it p r o e v e n  w e l be th is ,
A m an n es  Senne is  forto  hate ,
W h ich  rnakth the w elkne to d ebate .
And forto  s e  the p ro p re te  
Of e v e r y  thyng in h is  d e g r e e ,
B en eth e  forth  am ong ous h ie r e  
A1 stant a l ic h e  in this m a t ie r e :
The S ee  now ebbeth, now it f low eth ,
The lond now  w elketh , now it grow eth ,
Now be the T r e e s  and l e v e s  gren e ,
Now th ei be b are  and nothing s en e ,
Now be the lu s t i  s o m e r  f lo u r e s ,
Now be the s to r m y  w ynter s h o u r e s ,
Now be the d a ie s ,  now the n yh tes ,
So stant ther nothing al u pryhtes ,
Now it is  lyht, now  it i s  derk;
And thus stant a l the w o r ld e s  w erk  
A fter  the d isp o s ic io u n  
Of m an and h is  condicioun.
(CA, P r o l .  , 9 0 5 -4 4 .  )
N ow h ere  in M iddle E n g lish  l i t e r a tu r e  is  th is  e th ica l  con n ection  b e ­
tw een  m an  and natu re  so  e m p h a tica l ly  and p r e c i s e ly  s ta ted  as  in the  
p a s s a g e  quoted above. It is  not s u r p r is in g ,  then, that G ow er should  
have s e iz e d  on the cu r r e n t ly  a v a ila b le  id eas  co n cer n in g  the r e la t io n ­
ship b etw een  m ic r o c o s m  and m a c r o c o s m  to p ro v e  h is  point. This  
subjec t  is  t r e a te d  in c o n s id e r a b le  d eta il  in the sev en th  book of the  
C o n fe ss io  A m an tis  (203 -520 )  and t im e  and aga in  the p oet d e m o n str a te s
that he has a sound understanding of the m a te r ia l  he d i s c u s s e s .  He 
is  indebted  to the T r e s o r of B runetto  L atin i for m u ch  of h is  in fo r m a ­
tion . 3° C learly , he does not intend to reproduce a l l  that the Italian  
e n c y c lo p e d is t  had had to sa y ,  but h is  tr e a tm e n t  of v a r io u s  a s p e c ts  
of the u n iv e r s e ,  notably  the e le m e n ts ,  earth , a ir ,  w ater ,  and f ir e ,
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31a r e ,  w ith  the ex cep t io n  of the la s t ,  p r e c i s e  and in fo r m a t iv e .  Nor
d o es  Gower depend e n t ir e ly  on L atin i.  In the c a s e  of the e le m e n t ,
a ir ,  Gower in tro d u ces  a r e f in e m e n t  not found in the T r e s o r - - t h e
co n cep t  that the sp h e re  of air
. . . in P e r i f e r i e s  thre
D iv id ed  is  of such  d e g r e ,
B en eth e  is  on and on am idde,
To w hiche  above is  s e t  the thridde.
(C A , VII, 2 6 5 -6 8 .) .
T h e s e  th r e e  s u b -d iv is io n ,  or " p e r i f e r ie s ,  " each  have th e ir  own
a ttr ib u te s ,  and a r e  r e s p o n s ib le  for v a r io u s  natura l p e h n o m e n a --
for e x a m p le ,  the f i r s t  " p e r ifer ie"  is  d en se  and m is ty ,  and accou n ts
for dew  and f r o s t  on earth . F r o m  the secon d
. . . as b ok es s e in ,
The m o is t e  d rop es  of the reyn  
D e s c e n d e n  into M id d ilerth e ,
And te m p r e th  it to sed  and E rthe ,
And doth to sp r in g e  g r a s s  and flour .
And ofte  a ls o  the g r e te  schour  
Out of su ch  p la c e  it m a i be take,
That it the fo r m e  sc h a l  fo r sa k e  
Of rey n ,  and into snow be torned;
And ek it m a i  be so  so jorn ed  
In son d r i p la c e s  up a lo fte ,
That into ha il  it torn eth  ofte .
(C A , VII, 2 8 5 - 9 7 . )
And the th ird  accou n ts  for thunder and lightn ing .
This d e s c r ip t io n  of the four e le m e n ts  is  a p re lu d e  to G o w er 's
32d is c u s s io n  of the four c o m p le x io n s  of m an. (VI, 3 9 3 -4 8 9 ) .  The  
p oet  g iv e s  a com p eten t su m m a r y  of the natu re  of the M elan ch o lic
P h le g m a t ic ,  Sanguine, and C h o ler ic  m an , h is
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33q u a l i t ie s ,  and h is  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  The C h o ler ic  m an , for  
e x a m p le ,  i s  of the n ature  of f ir e ,  that i s ,  with dry  and hot q ualit ies ,  
and i s  p ron e  to be "enginous, " " irou s ,  " and an am b itiou s  but un­
s u c c e s s f u l  lo v e r .  T his  in fo rm a tio n ,  in te r e s t in g  as  it w as to G o w er 's  
c u lt iva ted  a u d ien ce ,  and s t i l l  is  to the student who s e e k s  an in tro d u c­
tion  to the m e d ie v a l  s c i e n c e s ,  i s  m o s t  w orth  c o n s id e r in g  in the ligh t  
of the p o e t 's  con cep t  of the n atu ral u n iv e r s e .  He knows that
i
Al er th l i  thing w hich  god began  
W as on ly  m ad to s e r v e  m an.
(CA, VII, 5 1 1 -1 2 .)
But m an , not only through h is  o r ig in a l  s in  but b e c a u s e  of h is  continue  
ing  s in fu ln e s s ,  i s  d oom ed  to s e e  in n ature the r e f le c t io n  of h is  own  
corru p tion .  And s in c e  n a tu re ,  as w e have  s e e n ,  m u st  in f lu en ce  as  
w e ll  a s  r e f l e c t  human b eh a v io r ,  a c r u e l  c y c le  has b een  s e t  in m otion ,  
fro m  w hich  m an  m ay  r e s c u e  h im s e l f  on ly  by m e a n s  of f r e e  w il l  and 
g r a c e .  The q u a l i t ie s ,  co ld , hot, m o is t ,  and dry , w hich in the u n i­
v e r s e  p r e v e n t  even  the e le m e n ts  from  b ein g  found in a pure s ta te ,  ^  
r e f l e c t ,  a s  w e l l  a s  p h y s io lo g ic a l ly  exp la in , the d is c o r d  in  m a n 's  
nature:
He w hich  n atureth  e v e r y  k inde,
The m yh ti god, so a s  I f inde,
Of m an , w hich  is  h is  c r e a tu r e ,
Hath so  d ev id ed  the nature ,
That non t il  o ther w e l acordeth :
And be the c a u s e  it so  d isc o r h e th ,
The l i f  w h ich  f ie le th  the s e k n e s s e  
M ai stonde upon no s e k e r n e s s e .
(CA, VII, 3 9 3 -4 0 0 .  )
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T his  id ea ,  em bedded  in G ow er's  d i s c u s s io n  of the n atu ra l w orld ,
i s  an echo of h is  m o r e  g e n e r a l  s ta te m e n t  in the P ro lo g u e :
It m a y  f e r s t  p r o e v e  upon a man;
The w hich , for h is  com p lex iou n
Is m ad  upon d iv is io u n
Of co ld ,  of hot, of m o is t ,  of drye ,
He m o t  b e  v e r r a y  kynde dye:
F o r  the c o n tr a ir e  of has a s ta t  
Stant e v e r m o r e  in su ch  debat,
T il  that o part be o v e r c o m e ,
T her m a y  no f ina l p e s  be n om e.
Bot o ther w is e ,  if a m an  w e r e  
Mad al to g e d r e  of o m a t ie r e  
W ithouten in terru p ciou n ,
T her sch o ld e  no corru p c iou n  
E n gen d re  upon that unite:
Bot for ther is  d iv e r s i t e
W ithinne h im s e l f ,  he m a y  noght la s t e ,
That he ne d e ie th  ate la s t e .
(CA, P r o l .  , 9 7 4 -9 0 .  )
Gower has brought us b ack , by m ea n s  of s c i e n c e ,  to the id ea
w ith  w hich  he had begun the C o n fe s s io  A m antis:
The m an , a s  t e l l e th  the c l e r g ie ,
Is as  a w orld  in h is  p a r t ie ,
And whan th is l i  t e l  w orld  m is to r n e th ,
The g r e te  w orld  al overtorneth . ,
The m an  i s  c a u s e  of a l le  wo,
Why th is  w orl d is  d iv ided  so .
(CA. P r o l . ,  9 5 5 -5 8 ,  9 6 5 - 6 6 . )
Gower w as  c le a r ly  indebted to h is  s o u r c e s  for the s c ie n t i f ic  fa c ts
w hich  he co m p iled .  No one would s e r io u s ly  deny F o x ' s  a s s e r t io n
that he la c k e d  the facu lty  of s c ie n t i f ic  sp ecu la t ion . But it is  not
tr u e  that the p oet "is s a t i s f ie d  w ith fa c ts  w hich  do not appear to the
m o d e r n  m ind  p a r t ic u la r ly  i l lu m in a t in g ,  nor do they  s e e m  to have
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sh ed  in G ow er's  m ind the c le a r  brigh t l ight of know ledge w hich  is  
p o w er . P e r h a p s  it depends on what one m ea n s  by p ow er , but
G ow er's  unique ap p lica t ion  of the m e d ie v a l  s c ie n t i f ic  th eory  of 
e le m e n ts  - - th e ir  d iv is io n  and im p u r i ty - - to  an e th ica l  co n s id era t io n  
of the n ature of m an would s u r e ly  in d ica te  that he w as capable  of 
so m eth in g  m o r e  than a co m p la ce n t  a c c e p ta n c e  of fa c t s .
B e fo r e  le a v in g  the su b jec t  of G ow er's  tr e a tm e n t  of the m e d ­
ie v a l  s c i e n c e s ,  w e m igh t halt b r ie f ly  in a kind of b ord er  zon e ,  the  
tr a n s it io n a l  reg io n  b etw een  the natural w or ld  and the m y th o lo g ic a l  
one, w hich  is  inhabited  by G ow er's  b e s t ia r y .  The poet d oes  not 
p r e s e n t  us w ith a ca ta logu e  of z o o lo g ic a l  s p e c im e n s  in the m anner  
of m o s t  m e d ie v a l  e n c y c lo p e d is t s ,  but h is  s to r ie s  abound with a n im a l s - -  
the t ig e r ,  the p ea co ck , the elephant,, the o y s t e r ,  the ch a m ele o n .
T h e s e  c r e a tu r e s ,  not su r p r is in g ly ,  a re  u sed  to i l lu s tr a te  m o r a l  
l e s s o n s .  Granting th is  d id actic  p u rp o se ,  G ow er d ea ls  w ith them  
b eg u il in g ly  enough. One or two ex a m p le s  w il l  su ff ic e  as r e p r e s e n t a ­
t iv e  of h is  trea tm en t  of th em .
In the th ird  book of the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis ,  the C o n fe sso r  is  
hold ing forth  ag a in st  h o m ic id e .  He c o m m e n ts ,  ra th er  bitingly,. that
Men sc h a l  noght find upon h is  l ic h e  
A b e s te  forto  take h is  p r e ie :
And s ith en  kinde hath such  a w e ie ,
Thanne is  it w onder of a m an ,
Which kynde hath and r eso u n  can,
That he w ol owther m o r e  or l a s s e
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H is kinde and reso u n  o v e r p a s s e ,
And s l e  that is  to h im  sd m b lab le .
(CA, III, 2 5 8 8 -9 5 .  )36
H e r e ,  a s  so often in G ow er, one finds s in s  r e p r e s e n te d  in the e a r ly
p a tr is t ic  s e n s e ,  that i s ,  as  the unnatural thing, a c r im e  aga in st
n a tu re .  The d ich o tom y  w hich  had b e c o m e  m o r e  and m o r e  a r t ic u la te
in the M iddle A g es  b e tw een  s e n s e  and s p ir it ,  body and sou l,  s e e m s
to have d is tu rb ed  Gower not at a l l .  The r e s u l t ,  in th is  m o s t  m o r a l
}
of m en ,  is  a r e m a r k a b le  to le r a n c e  w h e re  natural in c l in a t io n s  a re  
c o n cer n e d .  This to le r a n c e  is  m o s t  n o t icea b le  w h e re  we would m o s t  
ex p ec t  it to b e - - i n  G o w er 's  r e f e r e n c e s  to m a t te r s  of sex; as to that, 
w e w ill  have m o r e  to sa y  in the fo llo w in g  chapter . R ight now, le t  
us lo o k  at the p a r t icu la r  z o o lo g ic a l  s p e c im e n  that Gower p ro d u ces  
w hich , by its  ex a m p le ,
I
. . . m a i  w e l l  su ie  j
That m an sc h a l  h o m ic id e  esc|huie.
(<£A, HI, 2617-18. )
/
T h is  is  a b ird  w hich  the C o n fe s s o r  doe^s not n am e, but w hich  the 
r e a d e r  m a y  be tem p ted  to. It has the fa c e  of a m an, and a tender  
c o n s c ie n c e .  H ow ever ,  it is  a lso  a v e r y  fo rm id a b le  c a r n iv o r e ,  and 
w hen a m an c r o s s e s  its  path it d oes  not h e s i ta te  to k i l l  and devour
h im . But la te r
1
Whan he hath eten  al h is  f e l l e ,
And that s ch a l  be b e s id e  a w e l le ,
In w hich  whan he w ol drinke take,
Of h is  v i s a g e  and se th  the m ake  
That he hath s la in ,  anon he thenketh  
Of h is  m is d e d e ,  and it forthenketh
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So g r e t ly ,  that for p u re  s o r w e  
He liv e th  noght t i l  on the raorw e,
(CA, III, 2 6 0 9 -1 6 .)
G o w er 's  au d ien ce ,  as w e l l  as  the m o d ern  r e a d e r ,  m igh t have  fe lt
that the repentant b ird  would have s e r v e d  as a b e tter  ex a m p le  of
g u ll ib i l i ty  than of r e m o r s e ,  but, e i th er  w ay, it has a c e r ta in  charm
3 7of a kind not in frequent in the p a g es  of the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis .
Another s m a l l  in s ta n c e  w il l  s e r v e  to in d ica te  the im a g in a t iv e
u s e s  to w hich  Gower could  put h is  "zoology"  when it w as n e c e s s a r y .
In the s to r y  of D ido and E n eas  in the fourth  book (77-146) Gower has
D ido co m p a re  h e r s e l f  to a swan, in a le t t e r  to her d eparted  lo v e r .
She w arn s  E n eas  that if  he fa i l s  to re tu rn  to her
Sche sch o ld e  stonde in such  d eg re  
A s w hilom  stod a sw an  to fo r e ,
Of that sc h e  hadde h ir e  m ak e  lo re ;
F o r  s o r w e  a fe th e r e  into h ir e  bra in  
She sch o f  and hath h i r s e l v e  s la in .
(CA, IV, 104-109. )
37F lo r e n c e  M cC u lloch , in a b r ie f  c o m m e n ta r y ,  d i s c u s s e s  the or ig in
of the "su ic ida l"  fea th er  id ea . Her m o s t  im portant point is  that the
l in e s  in O vid 's  F a s t i ,
f leb i l ib u s  n u m er io  v e lu t i  can en tia  dura  
t r a ie c tu s  penna te m p o r a  canta l o lor
w hich  M iss  M cC ulloch  r e n d e r s  as
Such n otes  as the sw an  chants in m ournfu l  
n u m b e rs ,
When the cr u e l  shaft has p ie r c e d  h is  snow y brow ,
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w e r e  m is u n d e r s to o d  in la te r  ren d it io n s  of the s to r y .  O vid 's  penna
*-\vas in te r p r e te d  as "feather" ra th er  than "arrow". B runetto  L atin i,
in the T r e s o r ,  sa y s  that "when death  is  im m in en t ,  one of the f e a th e r s
of the sw a n 's  head  is  im plan ted  in its  b ra in , w hereupon  the b ird
n .  • .40b eg in s  its  sw e e t  song. "
M iss  M cC u lloch  d oes  not s p e c u la te  as to w hether  G ow er's  own  
u se  of the sw an f ig u re  w as b o rro w ed  d ir e c t ly  from  Ovid or from  
L atin i;  he w as fa m il ia r  w ith  the w ork s  of both au th ors .  In a ll  p r o ­
b a b il i ty  it w as  the la t te r .  But for our p u r p o se s  the im portant thing  
to note  is  G o w er 's  u se  of the id ea . G ranting that a fea ther  w as not 
what Ovid had had in m ind, Gower make.s an im a g in a t iv e  u se  of it 
in th is  quite d if feren t  con tex t .  H is c h o ic e  of the swan, b e c a u s e  of 
the ly r ic  m ood w ith w hich  its  death  is  a s s o c ia te d ,  and h is  d e s c r ip t io n  
of the fea th er  as the in s tru m en t  of su ic id e  a r e  p o et ic  con cep t io n s  of  
a high o r d e r ,  and quite in k eep ing  w ith D id o 's  unhappy sta te .
N otw ithstanding  the su ic id a l  b ird s  r e f e r r e d  to above, m o s t  of 
G o w er 's  d i s c u s s io n s  of n atu ra l h is to r y  a r e ,  as I have  in d ica ted , in  
en c y c lo p e d ic  fo rm . S in ce  th e r e  w il l  be l i t t l e  opportunity  to r e fe r  
to th em  in la te r  c h a p te r s ,  the p r e s e n t  co n s id e r a t io n  of Gower as  a 
m an  of le a r n in g  has b een  d evoted  p r im a r i ly  to that a s p e c t  of h is
sc h o la r s h ip .  In la te r  ch a p ters  w e w il l  have  an opportunity  to note
/
h is  c o n s id e r a b le  know ledge in other f ie ld s ,  notably  th o se  of c l a s s i c a l
41m yth o lo g y , B ib l ic a l  l i t e r a tu r e ,  and the l i t e r a tu r e  of co u rt ly  lo v e .
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H e r e ,  a b r ie f  su m m a r y  w il l  su ff ice :  M acau lay , in h is  tr e a tm e n t  of
G o w er 's  l i f e ,  had r e m a r k e d  on the p o e t 's  f a m il ia r i ty  with the
42B ib le .  F if te e n  of the s t o r ie s  and im p ortant e x em p la  w hich  the  
C o n fe sso r  r e la t e s  in the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  h ave  the B ib le  a s  th e ir  
s o u r c e . ^  B e s id e s  t h e s e ,  th e r e  a re  a grea t  m an y  i s o la te d  r e f e r e n c e s  
to B ib l ic a l  p e r s o n a g e s  and even ts  throughout a l l  th r e e  of the p o e t 's  
m a jo r  w ork s .  G ow er knew  the book, it would s e e m ,  as w e l l  as  
any c l e r i c ,  and he could  draw  upon it ,  chapter  and v e r s e ,  with the  
a s s u r a n c e  of one who had read  it .o f ten .  He knew how to u se  its  
con ten ts  e f f e c t iv e ly  and not a lw ays  w ith  p e r fe c t  r e v e r e n c e .  (G rant­
ing th e ir  Old T e s ta m e n t  s e n su a l i ty ,  w e a r e  s t i l l  not p r e p a r e d  to find  
S olom on  and D avid  am ong the aged  lo v e r s  in the cou rt  of V enus,  
a long  with su ch  pagan w o r th ie s  as  Ovid and P la to  (CA, VIII, 2689 -  
2719). Hardly ev er  d oes  he b e c o m e  con fu sed  in h is  r e f e r e n c e s  to 
its  s t o r i e s ,  nor d oes  he ev er  m isa p p r o p r ia te  a b ib l ic a l  n a m e.
It is  l e s s  e a s y  to d e te r m in e  G o w er 's  know ledge  of th eo lo g y  
and the w r it in g s  of the Church F a th e r s ;  s o m e  of th o s e  w ith  whom  he 
w as fa m il ia r  have  b een  noted in the f i r s t  p a g es  of th is  ch ap ter . H ow ­
e v e r ,  in the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  p a r t ic u la r ly ,  th e r e  i s  l i t t l e  opportunity  
for the poet to r e f l e c t  the d e g r e e  of h is  know ledge of t h e s e  p a tr is t ic  
w r i t e r s .  In any c a s e ,  h is  thought w as im bued with the orth od ox  
d o c tr in e s  of the C hurch, and he  s e e m s  to h ave  u n derstood  the i m ­
p lic a t io n s  of th o se  d o c tr in e s  c l e a r ly .  We h ave  a lr ea d y  noted  that h is
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b e l i e f  in f r e e  w il l ,  in the subord ination  of s c i e n c e  to th eo lo g y ,  in  
a m ic r o c o s m ic - m a c r o c o s m i c  w orld  d iv in e ly  p lanned , in the m u t ­
ab ility  of the u n iv e r s e ,  w e r e  a l l  in k eep in g  with the a cce p te d  t h e ­
o lo g y  of the t im e .  W hether he un derstood  m an y  of the f in er  points  
of s c h o la s t ic  sp ecu la t io n  i s  doubtful; at any r a te ,  th ere  w as  l i t t le  
ch an ce  to inc lude such  m a te r ia l  in h is  p o e try .
In the C o n fe ss io  A m a n tis ,  G o w er 's  g r e a te s t  s o u r c e  of n a r ­
r a t iv e  m a te r ia l  is  drawn from  the m a tte r  of c l a s s i c a l  m yth o logy .
As w ith  the B ib le ,  he has a s s im i la t e d  th is  m a te r ia l  th orou gh ly  and 
knows how to u se  it im a g in a t iv e ly ,  as  w e sh a ll  s e e  in a la te r  d i s ­
c u s s io n  of the p o e t 's  n a r r a t iv e  techn ique. In her  o n o m a st ico n  of  
G o w er 's  m y th o lo g ic a l  n a m e s ,  one graduate  student has taken  the  
trou b le  of co m p il in g  the m p re  than th r e e  hundred c l a s s i c a l  n a m es  
that occu r  in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis .  ^  M ore to the point, h o w e v er ,  
the v a s t  m a jo r ity  of the ta le s  t h e m s e lv e s  a r e  draw n fro m  c l a s s i c a l  
m yth o logy .  G ow er's  m a in  s o u r c e s  w e r e  the w orks  of O vid, the
J
T r o y -B o o k  o f B en oit  de St. M au re , and L e rom an  de M arques de 
R om e.
One other a l l - im p o r t a n t  f ie ld  of G ow er's  know ledge , w hich
m a y  p erhap s beg  a d is t in c t io n  b etw een  the t e r m s  "learning" and
" sc h o la r sh ip ,  " is  that of co u r t ly  lo v e .  B e c a u s e  of i t s  obvious
im p o rta n ce  to a w o rk  en tit led  the " L o v e r 's  C o n fe ss io n ,  " it w il l  be  
d ea lt  w ith  in a sep a ra te  chap ter .
The is o la te d  a s p e c t s  of G ow er's  le a rn in g ,  w ith w hich  the  
p r e v io u s  p a g es  have been  co n cer n e d ,  a re  not m ea n t  to i l lu s tr a te  the 
s c o p e  or even  the depth of le a r n in g  of w hich the poet w as capab le .
It is  to be hoped, on the other hand, that they  m a y  s u g g e s t  to the  
r e a d e r  the fac t  th a t  Gower w as  not, even  as an e n c y c lo p e d is t ,  m e r e ly  
a d e a le r  in in er t  fa c ts .  Granting the p io n e e r in g  c h a r a c te r  of h is  
w o r k - - d id a c t ic i s m  and en ter ta in m en t  had n ev er  b een  so  thoroughly  
m ix e d  b e f o r e - - a n d  granting a ls o  that G ow er's  in t e r e s t  in the natural 
w orld  w as not that of a s p e c ia l i s t ,  h is  a c c o m p lis h m e n t  is  a c o n s id e r ­
ab le  one. The f i r s t  part of h is  s ev en th  book m a y  s t i l l  be rea d ,  even  
w ith p le a s u r e ,  as a p r im e r  in v a r io u s  a c a d em ic  d is c ip l in e s  of the  
la te r  M iddle A g e s .
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notion  w as to b e c o m e ,  under d if fere n t  a u s p ic e s ,  a b a s ic  ten et  of m any  
e ighteenth  and n ineteenth  cen tu ry  r o m a n t ic s .
^ G o w e r  a ls o  u s e s  th is  b ird  in the M irour (5 0 29 -5040) .
In both in s ta n c e s  he a ttr ib u tes  h is  in form ation  to S o lin u s , but M a c ­
au lay  found no r e f e r e n c e s  to it in S o lin u s' w ork  (W o rk s , II, p. 500, 
n ote .  ) I have not b een  able to d is c o v e r  it in the T r e s o r ,  nor in T.
H. W hite's  B e s t ia r y .
38 i'xhe  Dying S w a n --A  M isu n d erstan d ing ,  " M L N , LXXIV 
(A pril 1959), 2 8 8 -9 2 .
■^M cCulloch, p. 290.
4 0 l,oc. c it .  , t r a n s .  M cC ulloch .
^ G o w e r  tou ch es  on m an y other su b je c ts ,  from  c o n te m p ­
o r a r y  p o l i t ic s  to the e v i ls  of p a g a n ism , but h is  know ledge iin th e se  
m a tte r s  is  g e n e r a l ly  su p e r f ic ia l .  He even  d i s c u s s e s  r h e to r ic  
b r ie f ly  (VII, 1507-1640)' and has the d is t in c t io n  of being  the f ir s t  
to do so  in the E n g lish  lan gu age.
^^W orks, IV, xxx.
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^ M a r i e  N e v i l l e ,  "The V ulgate and G ow er's  C o n fe ss io  
A m a n tis ,  " unpublished d i s s . ,  (Ohio S ta te 'U n iv e r s i ty ,  1950), pp. 
3 8 7 -9 8 .
4 4 Z e lm a  L eonhard , " G ow er's  T rea tm e n t  of C la s s i c a l  
M ythology in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis ,  " unpublished  d is s e r ta t io n  
(N o rth w estern  U n iv e r s i ty ,  E van ston , 111. , June, 1944), pp. 4-101.
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GOWER AND THE SU B JEC T OF LOVE
C ourtly  lo v e ,  w ith i t s  s p e c ia l  c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  of s e c r e t i v e ­
n e s s ,  ad u ltery ,  h u m ility ,  and the r e l ig io n  of lo v e ,  has b een  d i s c u s ­
sed  often  in d e ta il ,  * and s u m m a r iz e d  s t i l l  m o r e  freq u en tly  in w ork s  
re la t in g  to the subject; th e r e  i s  no n eed  in the p r e s e n t  c a s e  to echo  
a ll  of the r u le s  of the gam e ye t  again . H ow ever ,  it  is  to the point  
to in trodu ce  a d is c u s s io n  of G o w er 's  trea tm en t  of co u r t ly  lo v e  with  
a b r ie f  m en tio n  of so m e  of the v a r ia t io n s  to w hich  its  p r in c ip le s
w e r e  su bjec ted  a lm o s t  from  the m o m en t  they  c a m e  into b ein g .
/
S tr ic t ly  speak ing , perhaps on ly  C hretien  de T r o y e s  (in L a n c e lo t ) and 
G u illaum e de L o r r i s  ap p rox im ated  in th e ir  w ork  the e la b o r a te  c o n ­
v en t io n s  w hich  A ndreas  C apellanus had cod if ied . The r itu a l w hich  
the lo v e  s e r v ic e  r eq u ir ed  w a s  a ca g e  w hich  soon b e c a m e  too s m a l l  
for the em otion a l and p s y c h o lo g ic a l  rea c t io n s  w hich  it  had i t s e l f  
h elp ed  to p ro m o te .  The v a r ia t io n s  on the th em e soon  ranged  from  
the p er fu n cto ry  w o m a n -w o rsh ip  of the ty p ica l  p r o s e  r o m a n c e s  to  
the lo v e -d e a th  c l im a x  of T hom as of B r ita in  and G ottfr ied 's  T r i s ta n . 
Y et d e s p ite  th e ir  d iv e r s i ty ,  th e r e  re m a in e d  a c o r e  of sh a red  c h a r ­
a c t e r i s t i c s ;  a l l  of the r o m a n c e s  w e r e  m ark ed  by an a tm o sp h e r e  of
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u n rea lity ,  which, r e m o v e d  the p ro ta g o n is ts  o f  them  not only from  
the w orld  of e v er y d a y  r e a l i ty ,  but from  the d ic ta te s  o f  C hr is t ian  
m o r a l i ty  as w e l l .  Of c o u r s e ,  the  w r i t e r s  of th is  type of l i t e r a tu r e  
w e r e  c o n s c io u s  of the in co m p a tib il ity  of the cou rtly  lo v e  d octr in e  
w ith the p r e c e p ts  of C h r is t ia n ity .  The palinode w ith  w hich  A nd reas  
ends h is  De A m o r e ,  the d is c la im e r  of o r ig in a l ity  with w hich  C hretien  
b eg in s  the L a n c e lo t , the i r r e s i s t i b l e  n ature of the lo v e  potion from  
w hich  T r is ta n  and Ise u lt  d r in k - - a l l  th e s e  a r e  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  a ttem p ts  
to c ircu m v en t  the c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  the co u r t ly  lo v e  d o ctr in e  without  
giv ing  up the d o ctr in e  i t s e l f .
T h e s e  ta c t ic s  of the con tinenta l w r i t e r s ,  h o w e v er ,  w e r e  at b es t  
ra th er  p a s s iv e  e v a s io n s  of r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  when co m p a red  to the t e r m s  
on w hich  E n g lish  w r i t e r s  of the fou rteen th  cen tu ry  coped  with th is  
s y s t e m ,  that, in ev ita b ly  but a lm o s t  re lu c ta n t ly ,  they had in h er ited .  
E xcluding v a r io u s  d ream  v i s io n s ,  such  as the Book of the D u c h e s s ,  
and v a r io u s  sh ort  p o em s  and s t o r i e s ,  th e r e  re m a in  th r e e  im portant  
and length y  w o r k s - - t w o  of them  m a s t e r p ie c e s  - -w h ich  w e r e  w ritten  
c o n tem p o ra n eo u s ly  with the C o n fe ss io  A m antis  and w hich  ex em p lify  
the E n g lish  adaptation of the r u le s  of co u r t ly  lo v e ,  n a m e ly  Sir Gawain  
and the G reen  Knight, C h a u ce r 's  T ro ilu s  and C r is e y d e , and T hom as  
U sk 's  T e s ta m e n t  of L o v e . L A b r ie f  g lan ce  at the w ay in w hich  the  
authors of th e s e  w ork s  "coped" with the cou rtly  lo v e  d octr in e  is  in  
o rd er  h e r e .
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C h a u ce r 's  T r o i lu s  i s  probably  the f in e s t  co u rt ly  lo v e  poem  
ev er  w r it ten .  And yet it i s  not too m uch  to sa y  that at l e a s t  part  
of the r e a s o n  for its  e x c e l le n c e  is  due to it s  au th or 's  a b ility  to 
thoroughly  tr a n scen d  the "game" w hich  A nd reas  had long  b e fo r e  d e ­
v i s e d .  The p r o c e s s  is  c o m p lic a te d ,  but in ou tline  it c o n s is t s  of a 
tw o -fo ld  tra n sfo rm a t io n :  f i r s t ,  C haucer ap p lie s  the r u le s  of the  
d o ctr in e  to the e s s e n t ia l ly  n o n -c o u r t ly  ta le  of B o c c a c c io ,  and then,  
or ra th e r ,  at the s a m e  t im e ,  he so  h u m a n izes  th o se  r u le s  that the  
r itu a l a s p e c t  of the d o ctr in e  is  h a rd ly  fe lt  by the r e a d e r .  The p r e ­
s c r ib e d  s tep s  in the r itu a l a r e  a l l  but s u b m er g ed  in the d e s c r ip t io n  
of in te n se ly  e x p e r ie n c e d ,  but b e l ie v a b le ,  em otion . And, of c o u r s e ,  
the p o e t 's  s k i l l  w ith  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  r e m o v e s  the f ig u r e s  of the lady  
and the lo v e r ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  the fo r m e r ,  from  the usual s te r e o ty p e d  
r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  found in ro m a n c e  l i t e r a tu r e .  T h is  e lem en t  of hum an - 
iz a t io n ,  even  m o r e  than T r o i lu s '  g rea t  v is io n  at the end of the p oem ,  
w as the m e a n s  by w hich C haucer r e c o n c i le d  the h e r e t ic a l  cod e  with  
the d ic ta te s  of h is  c o n s c ie n c e :  th e  r u le s  have  b e c o m e  a part of human  
n atu re  and have  c e a s e d  to be exp lo ited  for th e ir  own sak e .
In turning to Sir Gawain and the G reen  Knight, w e find, ir o n ­
ic a l ly  enough, that th is  m o s t  p e r fe c t  of A rthurian  r o m a n c e s  in  
E n g lish  h a s ,  as  one of its  m ajor  t h e m e s ,  the r e je c t io n  of the d o ctr in e  
of cou rtly  lo v e .  The p oem  is  a w onderfu l study in the p o ten cy  of
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c e r ta in  id e a s ,  even  w hen the id e a s  th e m s e lv e s  a r e  under attack:  
nothing could  be m o r e  "courtly"  than the c ir c u m s ta n c e s  under w hich  
Gawain r e fu s e s  the a d v a n ces  of the co u r t ly  lady . C o n s id e r e d  c lo s e ly ,  
e v e r y  d eta il  of G aw ain 's  en cou n ters  w ith  L ady B e r c i la k  is  a parody  
of the co u rt ly  lo v e  c o n v en tio n s ,  even  though the parody is  acted  
out w ith  a c e r e m o n io u s  g r a c e  and a r e f in e m e n t  of lan gu age  that any  
lo v e r  of ro m a n ce  would h ave  a p p rec ia ted .  T hus, for ex a m p le ,
Lady B erc ilak . is  the p u rsu e r  rather than the p u rsu ed , and at that 
i s  only  acting  upon the o r d e r s  of her husband. And Gawain, in  
r e fu s in g  her  b la n d ish m en ts  during a ll ex cep t  the one m o m en t  w hen  
he is  l e a s t  h e r o ic ,  is  harking back  to an o ld e r ,  m o r e  ep ic  code  of  
lo y a l ty  than the one expounded by the d e v o te e s  of co u rt ly  lo v e .  In 
other w o r d s ,  the author has d ea lt  w ith the d o ctr in e  on it s  own s o ­
p h is t ic a te d  t e r m s ,  and r e je c te d  it.
T h om as U sk  is  a far l e s s  subtle  but s t i l l  in gen iou s  w r i te r ,  
and in h is  p r o s e  T e s ta m e n t  of L ove  he too d e m o n str a te s  that the
cod e  o f  co u rt ly  lo v e  can  be a m ea n s  ra th er  than an end, and that
3
one n eed  not a g r e e  with its  ten e ts  in ord er  to u se  it  e f fe c t iv e ly .
t
In a p r iso n  se tt in g  b o rro w ed  from  B o eth iu s '  C o n so la tion s  of P h i-  
lo so p h y ,  the a l l e g o r ic a l  f ig u r e  of L ove  c o n v e r s e s  w ith the author,  
w arn ing  and in s tru ct in g  h im  in the s e r v i c e  of h is  b e lo v e d ,  a c e r ta in  
M a r g a r ite .  But th is  p e r so n a g e ,  who at f i r s t  ap p ears  to be  a ty p ica l  
co u r t ly  lad y , e v o lv e s  p r e s e n t ly  into a sy m b o l of s a c r e d  ra th er  than
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p rofane lo v e .   ^ L ike a con fu sed  D ante , U sk  t r i e s  to p ersu a d e  us that  
M a r g a r ite ,  w hile  re ta in in g  h er  earth ly  a l lu r e ,  is  n e v e r th e le s s  a 
sy m b o l of d iv in e  g r a c e .  It m a y  not be a v e r y  con v in c ing  argu m en t,  
but c e r ta in ly ,  in h is  attem pt to com b in e  a l l e g o r ic a l ly  the d ifferen t  
im p u ls e s  of f l e s h  and sp ir i t ,  U sk  has w and ered  far a f ie ld  from  the  
p attern  A nd reas  C apellanu s had s e t  down, even  though, th r o u g h ­
out the T e s ta m e n t  of L ove ,  the  la t t e r ' s  r u le s  a re  fo llow ed .
C h au cer ,  Usk, and the author of S ir  Gawain w e r e ,  unlike the ir  
p oetic  p r e d e c e s s o r s  in England, quite c o n s c io u s  of the im p lic a t io n s  
of the co u rt ly  lo v e  d o c tr in e .  They understood  its  co n v en tio n s ,  w e r e  
at h o m e  w ith  its  r e f in e m e n ts ,  and yet ea ch  c h o s e ,  in h is  own w ay,  
to c ir c u m v e n t  the c o n s e q u e n c e s  tow ard w hich  con tinenta l w r i t e r s  
had so  often  b een  led : the e lev a t io n  of ea r th ly  p a s s io n  to a p lane  
beyond the rea ch  of e ith er  C h r is t ia n  m o r a l i ty  or p o l i t ic a l  lo y a lty .
In Sir Gawain the co u r t ly  lady , far from  b eing  a loof ,  s e e m s  a lm o s t  
p red atory ;  in T ro i lu s  sh e  has b e c o m e  a quite hum an, and by no 
m e a n s  p e r fe c t ,  wom an; and in the T e s ta m e n t  sh e  has b een  m e t a ­
m o r p h o se d  into a con fu sed  but u n m istakab le  a b s tr a c t io n  of D iv in e  
L ove.
How then, d o es  G ow er p r e s e n t  h is  co u rt ly  lad y?  And how d oes  
he handle  the w hole  su b jec t  of rom an tic  lo v e ,  the avow ed th em e  of 
h is  C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis?
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The f i r s t  q u estion  is  e a s i ly  a n sw er ed .  The poet d oes  not
p r e s e n t  the lad y  at a ll ,  that i s ,  not d ir e c t ly .  But as  M acaulay  s a y s ,
4
sh e  is  " constantly  in the background of the d ia logu e .  " A c co rd in g  
to h im ,
We r e c o g n iz e  in h er  a c r e a tu r e  of f l e s h  and blood, 
no g o d d ess  in deed , as her  lo v e r  h im s e l f  o b s e r v e s ,  
but a ch a rm in g  em b od im en t of w om an ly  g r a c e  and 
r e f in e m e n t .  She is  surrounded  by lo v e r s ,  but she  
i s  w i s e  and w ary .  She is  co u rteo u s  and g en t le ,  but 
at the sa m e  t im e  f ir m :  she w i l l  not g lad ly  sw e a r ,  
and th e r e fo r e  s a y s  nay without an oath, but it is  
a d e c i s iv e  nay to any who a re  d isp o se d  to p r e s u m e .
She d oes  not n e g le c t  her h o u seho ld  d u ties  m e r e ly  
b e c a u s e  a lo v e r  in s i s t s  upon hanging about h e r ,  
but le a v e s  h im  to a m u se  h im s e l f  how he m a y ,  w h ile  
sh e  b u s ie s  h e r s e l f  e l s e w h e r e .  If sh e  has l e i s u r e  
and can s it  down to her e m b r o id e r y ,  he m a y  read  
to her  if  he w i l l ,  but it m u st  be s o m e  sound r o m a n c e ,  
and not h is  ow g r o n d e ls ,  b a la d e s ,  and v ir e la y s  in 
p r a i s e  of h e r .
This d e sc r ip t io n ,  though its  d e ta i l s  a r e  draw n fro m  G ow er's  l i n e s ,  
i s  n e v e r th e le s s  so m ew h at m is le a d in g .  It s u g g e s t s  a ch a r a c te r  m o r e  
c o n c r e te ly  r e a l iz e d  than the  one w hich  is  ac tu a lly  p r e s e n te d  through  
the L o v e r 's  e y e s .  T h e s e  g l im p s e s ,  d iffu sed  through a len g th y  poem  
and ec l ip sed , by th e  m o r e  im p ortant im p r e s s io n  that they  a fford  us 
of the L over  h im s e l f ,  h is  s in c e r i ty ,  h is  fr u s tr a t io n s ,  even  h is  
a c t iv i t ie s ,  do not r e a l ly  g iv e  the im p r e s s io n  of the co u r t ly  lady  as  
a s e n s ib le ,  ra th er  p r e -o c c u p ie d  hom ebody. C er ta in ly  sh e  is  m o r e  
/  r e a l  than C h r e t ie n 's  G u en ev ere ,  but sh e  is  s t i l l  far m o r e  a type
/
than a " flesh  and blood" p e r s o n a g e .  C om pared  to C haucer's  C r is e y d e ,
or even  Lady B e r c i la k ,  sh e  h ard ly  s e e m s  to b rea th e  at a ll .  A s we  
sh a ll  s e e ,  Gower d ep arts  in h is  own w ay from  the co u r t ly  lo v e  pattern ,  
but he d o es  not m u ch  u se  the Lady as h is  m e a n s .  F o r  the m o s t  part  
sh e  r e m a in s  a ll  that A nd reas  w ould have  had h e r ,  im p er io u s ,  in ­
d is t in c t ,  a m a s t e r p ie c e  of p h y s ic a l  beauty , hard  to w in , and a c -  
c u m s to m e d  to the v a s s a la g e  of m en .  On one im p ortan t point Gower  
d oes  not en lighten  us: w e a r e  not to ld  w hether  sh e  is  w ife  or m a id .
The apparent o p en n ess  w ith  w hich  the L o v er  p l ie s  h is  s u i t - - h e  le a d s  
h er  to th e  o ffer in g  at church , r id e s  about w ith  h e r ,  and in g e n e r a l  
haunts h er  h ou seh o ld  a ll  through the d a y - -w o u ld  s e e m  to argue  
a g a in s t  the l ik e lih o o d  that sh e  is  m a r r ie d ;  in fact ,  Gower c h o o s e s  
to  ig n o re  the co u rt ly  in g red ien t  of s e c r e c y  a lm o s t  e n t ir e ly .  On the  
other hand, he knew the r u le s ;  th ere  is  no in d ica tion  that the L o v er  
intends to  m ak e  an h o n es t  w om an  of h is  b e lo v e d  or that su ch  a step  
w as n e c e s s a r y ;  the lady  is  m i s t r e s s  o f  h er  own a f fa ir s  in a way  
w hich , in  the M iddle A g e s ,  it w as not p o s s ib le  for an u n m a rr ied  
g ir l  to b e . A th ird  p o s s ib i l i t y ,  that the Lady, l ik e  C r is e y d e ,  w as  
a w id o w - - s u c h  a one, in fac t ,  as  theold poet h im s e l f  m igh t have  
w o o e d - - w o u ld  m o s t  e a s i ly  f it  the c ir c u m s ta n c e s  of the s ituation ,  
but it i s  a b a r r e n  h y p o th e s is ;  in truth , the e n t ire  s itu a tion  is  as  
a r t i f i c ia l  a s  the Lady h e r s e l f .  It depends for  its  v ita l i ty  on one  
e le m e n t  on ly , the  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  of the L o v e r .  T h is ,  as  it 
h appens, i s  enough to g iv e  l i f e ,  not on ly  to a c o u r tsh ip  w hich  m ight
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o th e r w is e  have  s e e m e d  fro m  the m o d ern  r e a d e r 's  standpoint an
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em pty  e x e r c i s e ,  but a ls o  to the w hole  s tr u c tu r e  of the C o n fe ss io  
A m a n t is .  The c h a r a c te r  of the L o v e r  is  one of the m o s t  im a g in a t iv e  
of  G ow er's  in v e n t io n s - - in  fa c t ,  one of the m o s t  im a g in a t iv e  in ­
ven t io n s  in the en t ire  d ev e lo p m en t  of co u rt ly  lo v e  l i t e r a tu r e .
B e fo r e  c o n s id e r in g  th is  f ig u r e  fu r th e r ,  h o w e v e r ,  w e would  
do w e l l  to c o n s id e r  in m o r e  d eta il  the extent to w hich  the poet u n d er­
stood  the co u r t ly  r u le s  on w hich  he w as  to im p r o v is e  in th is  c h a r ­
a c te r iz a t io n .
G o w er 's  l i t t l e  known c o l le c t io n  of lo v e  p o e m s ,  the Cinkante
B a la d e s ,  of w hich  th e r e  a r e  ac tu a lly  f i f ty - tw o ,  afford  the b e s t
opportunity  of p rov in g  that the so b er  m o r a l i s t  could  b e  a s  gallant
as  any c o u r t ie r  w hen he c h o s e .  T hey a r e  not to be thought of as
any m o r e  p e r s o n a l  than, for e x a m p le ,  the  usual E lizab eth an  c y c le
of s o n n e ts .  G ow er m a y  even  have w r it ten  m o s t  of th em  in h is  old
a g e .   ^ F u r th e r ,  d if fere n t  b a lad es  s e r v e  d if feren t  p u r p o se s .  The
f i r s t  f iv e  a r e  c o m p o se d  for lo v e r s  who have m a tr im o n y  in m ind,
f iv e  o th e r s  a r e  a d d r e s s e d  by la d ie s  to th e ir  l o v e r s ,  and the la s t
one of th em  i s  a d d r e s s e d  to the m i s t r e s s  of a l l  m en ,  the V irg in
h e r s e l f .  But m o s t  of the p o em s  c o m e  w ithin  the n a rro w  c o m p a ss
of the co u rt ly  code; in th is  con n ection , M acau lay  sa y s  that
T h ere  is  ind eed  a g r a c e  and p o e t ic a l  f e e l in g  in  
so m e  of them  w hich  m a k es  th em  prob ab ly  the b e s t  
th ings of the kind that have b een  prod uced  by
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E n g lish  w r ite r s  of F r e n c h ,  and as good as a n y­
thing of the kind w hich  had up to that t im e  
b een  w r it ten  in E n g lish .
To th is ,  Dodd adds:
The n o t ic e a b le  fe a tu r e  of the B a la d es  is  the ir  
f in ish .  L i f e l e s s  a s  they  a r e ,  they  p r o v e  the  
p o et 's  ab ility  to r iv a l  h is  F r e n c h  c o n te m p o r ­
a r i e s  in g iv ing  e x p r e s s io n  of the co u r t ly  lo v e  
id ea s  w ith g r a c e  and e le g a n c e .  T h is  i s  as  
m uch  as  can be sa id  for th em . ®
A ll  th ings  c o n s id e r e d ,  that s e e m s  quite a lo t .  H ow ever ,  it is  
th e ir  content that c o n c e r n s  us h e r e .  A s for  that, the  co u r t ly  lo v e  
con ven tion s  a r e  a ll  d ea lt  w ith  ex cep t ,  again , the  req u ir e m e n t  of 
s e c r e c y .  In th is  c a s e ,  the o m is s io n  is  e a s i ly  exp la ined . L y r ic  
p o etry ,  unlike n a r r a t iv e ,  w ould  a llo w  l i t t l e  opportunity  for e x p r e s s ­
ing a condition  m o r e  im p lic i t  than ex p l ic i t .  The o th er  r e q u ir e m e n ts  
a r e  th ere :  d e s c r ip t io n s  of the p e r fe c t io n  and the in a c c e s s ib i l i t y  of 
the lady  occu r  in m an y  of the p o em s;  h er  so v e r e ig n ty  over  her  lo v e r  
i s  a l s o  a co m m o n p la ce ;  and in lo v in g  h e r ,  the lo v e r  tr a n sc e n d s  h is  
ord in ary  se lf :
D e l 'a v e r o u s  il  fa it  et lo ia l ,
Et de v i l e in  c o u r to is  et l ib e r a l ,
Et de couard  p lus f i e r s  qe n 'e s t  leoun:
D e l 'e n v io u s  i l  h o s te  tout l e  m a l.
(B a la d e s , L , 5 - 8 . )
In the fo r ty -e ig h th  b a lad e ,  Gower even  sounds the d e e p e s t  and, from
one point of v ie w ,  the m o s t  s in i s t e r ,  n ote  in the s c a le  of co u rt ly
v a lu e s :
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A m our e s t  s e r f ,  am our e s t  s o v ere in ;
En toutz e r r o u r s  am our s e  ju s t i f ie .
(B a la d e s , XLIII, 2 2 - 2 3 . )
As for the art  of love, the r itu a l through w hich  p a s s io n  is  e x p r e s s e d ,  
the b a la d es  abound in i t s  co n ven tion s .  The lo v e r  is  h u m ble , he is  
j e a lo u s ,  he l i v e s  to s e r v e  h is  la d y 's  s l ig h te s t  w is h ,  her  e y e s  e n ­
s la v e  h im , and h is  h ea r t ,  when he le a v e s  h e r ,  r e m a in s  behind. T h e s e  
p o s e s  a re  acco m p a n ied  by app rop ria te  r e f e r e n c e s  to the m onth  of M ay,  
to Cupid, and to the f lo w e r s  w hich  the lady  r e s e m b le s .
In the s e n s e  that it w as f i r s t  c o n c e iv e d ,  co u r t ly  lo v e  w a s  an 
e legan t gam e to be p layed  by a p r iv i le g e d  few . In t h e s e  p o e m s  
G ow er p lays  the g a m e  w ell;  if  p e r s o n a l  f e e l in g  is  la c k in g ,  it  d oes  
not m atter ;  the im p ortant thing is  that he understan ds  the r u le s .
A p p rop r ia te ly ,  the  d id actic  e le m e n t  i s  to ta l ly  ab sen t.  Gower
is  n e v er  m o r e  r e m o v e d  from  h is  c h a r a c te r i s t ic  r o le  of m o r a l i s t
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than in the B a la d e s ,  w h e r e  he is  the co u r t ly  poet par e x c e l l e n c e .
M o re  s ig n if ic a n t ,  h o w e v e r ,  i s  the fac t  that in t h e s e  p o em s  he is  
h a rd ly  l e s s  r e m o v e d  from  h is  r o le  as lo v e 's  poet in the C o n fe s s io  
A m a n tis .  It i s  a point w orth  noting: G o w er 's  p r o f ic ie n c y  w ith the  
r u le s  of co u r t ly  lo v e ,  as m a n ife s te d  in the B a la d e s ,  th row s l igh t  on 
the d is to r t io n s  to w hich  the r u le s  a r e  su b jec ted  in the C o n fe s s io  
A m antis;  th o se  d is to r t io n s  a r e ,  in a w ord, d e l ib e r a te .
L et us turn now to G ow er's  unhappy p ro ta g o n is t ,  the n a r r a to r  
of the C o n fe s s io .  F r o m  the m o m en t  that h is  s to r y  prop er  b e g in s ,
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in B ook  I, th e r e  is  the p r e s e n c e  of a tone, a m ood , that is  a l ien  
to the m ood  of co u r t ly  lo v e .  To the p e r c e p t iv e  but in fo rm ed  r e a d e r ,  
it  m a y  s e e m  that the so b er  G ow er has h im s e l f  unduly en tere d  into  
the c h a r a c te r  of h is  h ero .  What p roper  co u r t ly  lovei; after a l l ,  had; 
e v e r  b orn e  h is  lo v e  as  though it w e r e  a c r o s s  that he w ould be  glad  
to b e  r id  of?  And in what co u rt ly  lo v e r  had p a s s io n  ev er  b een  so  
a cco m p a n ied  by the facu lty  of r e a s o n ?  It is  not that the L o v e r 's  
r e a s o n  h e lp s  e ith er  to in f la m e  or a l la y  h is  f e e l in g s  for  h is  lad y . On 
the c o n tra ry ,  r a t io n a l iz a t io n  is  quite h e lp le s s  a g a in s t  th is  em otion  
w hich
. . . m a y  noght b'.e w ithston de  
F o r  oght that m e n  m a y  understonde.
(CA, I, 9 1 - 9 2 . )
The L o v er  understand s h is  p red ica m en t;  but h is  understanding is  
a h e lp l e s s  w itn e s s  to the "m aladie"  that he has had for  s o m e  t im e ,  
and w hich
. . . m yh te  m a k e  a w ism a n  m add,
If that it sch o ld e  lon ge  endure.
(CA, I, 130-1 .)
The d is c o m fo r t  w a s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  a l l  part of the r itu a l .  The co u rt ly  
lo v e r  w as  ex p ec te d  to endure s l e e p l e s s  n ig h ts ,  l i s t l e s s n e s s ,  and l o s s  
of ap p etite .  But it  w as a co u rt ly  s in  for  h im  to d e s p a ir ,  to w ish ,  
w ith h is  in te l le c t ,  for r e l i e f  from  the p a s s io n  that gr ipped  h im .
As far  a s  the tru e  c o u r t ly  lo v e r  w as co n c e r n e d ,  the only  r e l i e f  w orthy  
of h is  c o n s id e r a t io n  w as  to be  had in the s e r v i c e ,  and, even tu a lly ,
the c o n su m m a tio n ,  of h is  lo v e .  In co n tra s t ,  G ow er's  poor h ero  
s im p ly  w ants to b e  le t  off, to be "hoi" again; and it i s  s ig n if ic a n t  
that he d oes  not sp e c ify  how when he  p r e s e n ts  h is  c a s e  f i r s t  to Venus  
and then to her  p r ie s t .  ^  H is su ffe r in g  d oes  not ennoble h im , and, 
m o r e  im portant,  the  r e a d e r  is  not m ad e  to f e e l  ed if ied  by w i t n e s s ­
ing it. F r o m  the f i r s t ,  h is  sym path y  and c o m p a s s io n  a r e  e l ic i t e d  but 
not h is  ad m ira t io n . The r e a d e r  m u st  c o m e  to the la s t  l in e s  of the  
C o n fe ss io  A m antis  b e fo r e  th is  cu r io u s  c ir c u m s ta n c e  is  p e r fe c t ly  
r e s o lv e d ,  but when he d o e s ,  the exp lanation  d oes  not r e a l y  take him  
by s u r p r is e .  The truth  of the m a tter  had b een  th e r e  from  the f i r s t ,  
w hen V enus had looked  at the L o v er  and " cast  on m e  no goodly  
c h ie r e ,  " (CA, I, 152), and, m o r e  subtly , in the w ay in w hich  the  
L over  h im s e l f  had r e a c te d  to h is  p a s s io n .  He i s ,  as  the C o n fe s s o r  
at la s t  t e l l s  h im , s im p ly  too old  to be a co u r t ly  lo v e r .  The two  
con d itions  r e p r e s e n t  a h o p e le s s  p arad ox , and the L over  h im s e l f  
knows it; th is  know ledge co n s t i tu te s  h is  r e a l  su ffe r in g ,  and accou n ts  
for  h is  h o p e le s s n e s s .  It is  an anguish  unique in the su bjec t  m a tter  
of m e d ie v a l  l i t e r a tu r e ,  an an gu ish  with w hich  the v a r io u s  s o r r o w s  
of L a n ce lo t ,  T r is ta n ,  and T r o i lu s  have  nothing to do.
The r e a d e r  m a y  be r igh t ,  then, in su sp e c t in g  that Gower has  
" entered  into" the c h a ra c te r  o f  the L o v e r .  The aging poet knew  
what h e  w a s  w r it in g  about, and s in c e  he w as  g e n e r a l ly  la ck in g  in
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the C hau cer ian  a b ility  to c o l le c t  and a s s i m i la t e  w id e ly  d if fer in g  
hum an ty p e s ,  w e m a y  fa ir ly  s p e c u la te  that in th is  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  
the o ld  poet w a s  at h is  m o s t  su b je c t iv e .  T his  im p r e s s io n  is  further  
s tren g th en ed  by the P ro lo g u e  and the f i r s t  l in e s  of the f i r s t  book, in 
w hich Gower sp ea k s  in c h a r a c te r ,  that i s ,  as  a m o r a l i s t ;  th e r e  is  
no s e n s e  of tr a n s it io n  when he a s s u m e s  the r o le  of lo v e r ,  not even  
when the a p p earan ce  of the king and the queen of lo v e  in trod u ces  the 
a tm o sp h r e  of a l le g o r y .  A ll  th is  is  .in: m a r k e d  c o n tr a s t  to the B ook  
of the D u c h e ss  or the P a r l ia m e n t  of F o w ls ,  for ex a m p le ,  w h e r e  the  
f i r s t  p e r so n  is  p u re ly  a l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e .  On the other hand, it  does  
s e e m  to p r e s a g e  the a u th e n t ic  p e r s o n a l  n ote  of the Kingis Quair. 
T h e s e  c o n s id e r a t io n s ,  m u ch  m o r e  than the fac t  that, in the eighth  
book, the L over  t e l l s  Venus that h is  n a m e  is  John G ow er, w ould  
in d ica te  that the poet w as  sp eak in g  from  p e r s o n a l  e x p e r ie n c e .
In any c a s e ,  the con cep tion  of a ro m a n tic  p a s s io n  in an aging  
m an  is  a r e m a r k a b le  one, and it is  s u r p r is in g  that even  G o w e r ’s 
a p p r e c ia to r s ,  though they  co m m en t  on the p o e m 's  unusual ending,  
s e e m  to  f e e l  that it c o m e s  as som ething of a s u r p r is e .  ^  A s in ­
d ica ted  above , the poet c l e a r ly  had th is  c l im a x  in m ind from  the  
v e r y  b eg inn ing  of the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis .  It r e m a in s  to be  §§en  
how ap p rop ria te  the c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  of the L over  is  in the l ight  
of it.
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At one point, e a r ly  in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis ,  the L o v er
s p e c i f i c a l ly  r e f e r s  to h is  younger d a y s .  It i s  not a c le a r  in d ica tion
of the fac t  that he  is  now old , but it i s  so m eth in g  m o r e  than a hint.
G enius , the  C o n fe s s o r ,  h as  a sk ed  the L o v er  if  he is  gu ilty  of Jiy-
p r o c r i s y ,  that i s ,  of u s in g  t r ic k s ,  of fe ig n in g  i l l n e s s ,  for  ex a m p le ,
in ord er  that he "may have  h is  d e s ir ,  " (CA, I, 682). The L over
m a k e s  th e  ardent avow al that such  is  not the c a s e  w ith h im :
A s forto  fe ig n e  su ch  s i e k n e s s e  
It nedeth  noght, for  th is  w i t n e s s e  
I take of god, that m y  c o r a g e  
Hath ben m o r  s ie k  than m y  v i s a g e .
But then , a s  an afterthought, he ru efu lly  adds:
Bot S ir e ,  if  I have  in m y  yowthe  
Don other w is e  in other p la c e ,
I put m e  th e r o f  in your g r a c e .
(CA, I, 713-16, 7 3 0 - 3 2 . )
Gower s e e m s  to take it for granted  that w e  know at on ce  of the
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p en iten t 's  " lock es  h o r e ,  " (CA, VIII, 2403). W hether he  r e a l ly  did
take it for  gran ted , or w hether he c o n s c io u s ly  c h o s e  to ho ld  the fu ll
f o r c e  of th is  r e a l iz a t io n  until the l a s t ,  is  not too  im p ortan t.  What
d oes  m a tter  is  that every th in g  e l s e  w hich  w e le a r n  about the L over
fo l lo w s  quite n a tu ra lly  from  the fact  that he i s  old .
T h ere  i s ,  for ex a m p le ,  the L o v e r 's  s in gu lar  la c k  of h e r o i s m ,
12a condition  that h a rd ly  su ited  the c o u r t ly  trad it ion .  He has no 
d e lu s io n s  about b e in g  a k n ig h t-e r r a n t .  In the fourth  book, the C on ­
f e s s o r  r e c i t e s  one of the b a s ic  r u le s  of the old  co u rt ly  d o c tr in e ,
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the id ea  that a tru e  lo v e r  should  be m o tiv a ted  to p e r fo r m  h e r o ic
d eed s  of a r m s  in o rd er  to win favor  w ith h is  lad y . He m u st  be
w il l in g  to go a c r o s s  the " grete  se"
So that be londe and ek by Schipe  
He m o t  t r a v a i l e  for w o r s c h ip e  
And m ak e m an ye  h a s ty f  r o d e s ,
S o m tim e  in P r u s ,  s o m t im e  in R o d e s ,
And s o m t im e  into T a rta r ie ;
So that t h e s e  h e r a ld z  on h im  c r i e ,
'V ailant, v a ila n t ,  lo  w her he goth."
And thanne he yifth  h em  gold  and c lo th ,
So that h is  fa m e  m ih te  springxe,
And to h is  lad i E r e  b r in ge  
Som tid in ge  of h is  w o r th in e s s e .
(CA, IV, 1 6 2 7 -3 7 .)
To th is  in s p ir in g  injunction , the L over  g iv e s  an a n sw er  unique in the  
l i t e r a tu r e  o f  co u rt ly  lo v e .  It is  candid, r e s p e c t fu l ,  even  a bit m o u r n ­
fu l,  and it con ta in s  an in te r e s t in g  m ix tu r e  of candid  s e l f - i n t e r e s t ,  
and C h r is t ia n  h um anitar ian in  s; but m o r e  im p ortan t,  it is  every th in g  
that a co u r t ly  lo v e r  w ould  not say:
F o r  th is  I t e l l e  you in s c h r i f t e ,
That m e  w e r e  l e v e r e  h ir  lo v e  w inne  
Than K a ire  and al that is  th er  inne:
And fo r te  s le n  the hethen  a l le ,
I not what good ther  m ih te  f a l le ,
So m o c h e l  b lod thogh ther  be  schad .
T his  f inde I w r iten ,  hou C r is t  had  
That nom an other sch o ld e  s l e .
What sch o ld e  I w inne over  th e  Se,
If I m i  lad i lo s t e  at horn ?
(CA, IV, 1 6 56 -65 .  )
With t h e s e  r e a s o n a b le ,  though not p e r fe c t ly  co n n ec ted  argum ents Gower
h as  put a s id e  not only  the co u rt ly  r u le s  but a ls o  the g r e a te r  p art of the
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id eo lo g y  of c h iv a lry .  The d isen ch a n tm en t  w ith  c r u s a d e ,  w hich  
c h a r a c te r iz e d  the la te r  M iddle  A g e s ,  is  p r e c i s e l y  s ta ted . W orld ly  
pow er and the lo v e  of o n e 's  lady  a r e  p r e s e n te d  as opp osing  ends  
ra th er  than c o m p le m e n ta r y  m e a n s  of acq u ir in g  honor. And the r e ­
la t io n sh ip  of lady and lo v e r  is  r ed u ced  to a d ec id e d ly  hum an, rather  
p ra g m a tic  le v e l .
The H over d oes  go on to s a y  that, if  h is  lad y  in s is t e d ,  he
would, a f t e r .a l l ,  "fie thurghout the depe Se" (CA, IV, 1715), but the
p r o s p e c t  w ould  c e r ta in ly  not appeal to h im . He has s e e n  the w ay of
the w o r ld ,  and it d oes  not s tr ik e  h im  that " trava ile"  d oes  lo v e r s  m u ch
good, at l e a s t  n o w a d a y s :
Bot th is  I s e ,  on d a ie s  nou  
The b linde  god, I wot noght how ,
Cupido, w hich  of lo v e  is  lord,
He s e t  the th in ges  in d is c o r d ,
That th e i  that l e s t  to lo v e  entende  
F u lo fte  he w o le  hem  y iv e  and sende  
M ost of h is  g ra ce ;  and thus I finde  
That h e  that sc h o ld e  go beh ind e,
Goth m an y  a t im e  fe r r  to fo r e .
(CA, IV, 1731-39. )
G ow er c a r r i e s  h is  h e r e s y  to it s  lo g ic a l  c o n c lu s io n .  The sa m e  in ­
d if feren t  ch an ce  that p r e v a i ls  in m a t te r s  of h igh adventure a p p lies  
equa lly  to a l l  the n ic e t i e s  of co u r t ly  lo v e  w hich  lo v e r s  a re  exp ected  
to p r a c t ic e  in the p r e s e n c e  of th e ir  la d ie s :
F o r  e v e r e m o r e  I f inde it so ,
The m o r e  b e s i n e s s e  I l e i e ,
The m o r e  that1 I k n e le  and p r e ie
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With goode w o rd es  and w ith so fte ,
The m o r e  I am r e fu s e d  ofte ,
With b e s in e s s e  and m a i noght w inne.
(CA, IV, 1746-51. )
He h im s e l f  g o e s  through a ll  the k n ee lin g ,  p ray in g ,  and the r e s t  of
it r e a d i ly  enough; but he has grow n w is e ,  if  to be w is e  is  to fo r fe it
o n e 's  i l lu s io n s :
S e i ,  what a v a ile th  al the dede,
Which nothing helpeth  a te  n ed e?
(CA, IV, 1761-62. )
At t im e s ,  the C o n fe s s o r  h im s e l f  can be p r a c t ic a l ,  though not
n e c e s s a r i l y  at the e x p en se  of h is  r o le  as a p r ie s t  of lo v e .  Dodd has
pointed  out that he d oes  not s e e m  to hold with the co u rt ly  convention
that r e q u ir e s  a lo v e r  to be u n a ssu m in g  in the p r e s e n c e  of h is  lady,
1 3as the pen itent c o n f e s s e s  h im s e l f  to b e . But th is  attitude is  r e a l ly
not out of p la c e  in the context in w hich  it o c c u r s .  The C o n fe s s o r ,
in subdiv id ing the s in  of Sloth, r e f e r s  to " la c h e s c e ,  " that i s ,  the
facu lty  of le tt in g  o n e 's  op p ortu n it ies  p a s s  one by. It is  the L o v er  who
c o n s tr u e s  th is  fault to apply to h is  own sh y n e ss ;  thus, he ad m its  he
is  gu ilty  of postponing the opportunity  to sp eak  h is  m ind to h is  lady.
H o w ev er ,  it is  not a m a tter  of la z in e s s ;  ra th e r ,  he is  in th is  c a s e
behaving  l ik e  a good co u r t ly  lo v e r :  he is  o v e r w h e lm e d ,  s tru ck  dumb,
by ad m ira tion  of h is  b e lo v e d  and by h is  own fe e l in g s  of inadequacy:
I not what thing w as in m y thoght,
Or it w as d red e ,  or it w as  sc h a m e .
(CA, IV, 4 8 - 4 9 . )
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The im portant thing to note h e r e  is  not that G ow er a rg u es  for or
a g a in s t  the co u rt ly  conven tion , but that he e m p h a s iz e s  the quite
n atu ra l hum an em otion  that, in th is  c a s e ,  u n d e r l ie s  it. In the
p r o c e s s ,  he m a k e s  the p r e d ic a m e n t  quite b e l ie v a b le ,  as it m igh t
apply to an e ld e r ly  m an.
The im portant r o le  of j e a lo u s y  in the r o s t e r  of the L o v e r 's
14em o tio n s  is  a ls o  in k eep ing  w ith the co u rt ly  trad it ion ,  w ith  the 
n atu ra l c i r c u m s ta n c e s  of lo v in g  and p a r t ic u la r ly  w ith the s ta te  of 
m in d  of an aged  lo v e r .  F o r  w e soon  d is c o v e r  that the L o v er  is  not 
the on ly  one who pays court to the Lady. She i s ,  it  would s e e m ,  b e ­
s ie g e d  by a d m ir e r s ,  ten  or tw e lv e  of th em , and the unhappy pen itent  
i s  a cc o r d in g ly  b e s ie g e d  by f i t s  of j e a lo u s y .  In the seco n d  book, 
the C o n fe s so r  d i s c u s s e s  the s in  of envy and ask s  the L over  if  he  
i s  gu ilty .  The a n sw er  i s  "ye, a thousand s ith e .  "
Whanne I have  se n  an other b lith e  
Of lo v e ,  and hadde a good ly  c h ie r e ,
Ethna, w hich  b ren n eth  yer  be  y e r e ,
W as thanne noght so  hot a s  I
Of th ilk e  Sor w hich  p r iv e ly
M in h e r te s  thoght w ithinne brenneth .
(CA, II, 18-23 . )
A few  l in e s  fu rther  on, w h ile  s t i l l  d e s c r ib in g  h is  j e a lo u s y ,  the L over
aga in  to u ch es  l ig h t ly  on the m u ted  th e m e  of h is  age:
Whan I the Court s e  of Cupide 
A p roch e  unto m y  lad i s id e  
Of hem  that lu s t i  ben and f r e i s s h e ,
Thogh it  a v a i le  h em  noght a r e i s s h e ,
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Bot on ly  that th e i  ben in s p e c h q - -  
My s o r w e  i s  thanne noght to s e c h e .
(CA, II, 3 9 - 4 4 . )
L ater  on in the s a m e  book he c o n f e s s e s  h im s e l f  to be a d e tr a c to r ,
a lw ays  read y  to indu lge the unm anly urge  to b e l i t t le  h is  c o m p e t i to r s .
The r e a d er  is  again  rem in d ed  of the L o v e r 's  age  in d ire c t ly ;  Gower
c a l ls  t h e s e  fe l lo w  su ito r s  a "yonge lu s ty  route"  (CA, II, 461). In
h is  c o n fe s s io n ,  he f i r s t  t r i e s  to d im in ish  h is  gu ilt  by pointing out
that such  young fe l lo w s  a r e  bent on d e c e iv in g  an innocent; but then,
as though he w e r e  acq u ir in g  s e l f -k n o w le d g e  w h ile  he sp e a k s ,  he
p ro d u ces  th is  sad  but ra th er  m ov in g  a d m iss io n ;
And n a th e le s ,  the soth  to t e l l e ,
In c e r ta in  if it so b e fe l le  
That a l th e r tr e w e s t  m an yb ore ,
To c h e s e  am ong a thousend  s c o r e ,
W hich w e r e  a lfu ll i  forto  t r i s t e ,
M i lad i lo v e d e ,  and I it w is te ,
Yit r a th e r e  thanne he sch o ld e  sp ed e ,
I w o lde  sw ich e  ta le s  s p red e  
To m y  la d i,  if  that I /myhte,
That I s ch o ld e  al h is  lo v e  unrihte ,
And therto  w old e  I do m i p e in e .
(CA, II, 4 9 7 -5 0 7 .  )
T h ere  a r e  other e v id e n c e s  throughout the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  
of the L o v e r 's  c a p a c ity  for je a lo u s y .  M o re  to the point, G ow er has  
shaped the em o tio n  to the ch a r a c te r  of an e ld e r ly  m an . Not on ly  the  
r e f e r e n c e s  to the you th fu lness  of the other su ito r s  but a ls o  the L o v e r 's  
m eth od s  of co m p etin g  w ith them  s u g g e s t  h is  age . He m a y  s t i l l  be hot-  
h ea r ted ,  but he is  too old to be h o t-h ea d ed . He can not r e a c t  to a
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je a lo u s  im p u ls e  by f igh ting  h is  c o m p e t i to r s ,  w h ich  would have  b een  
the co u r t ly  r e m e d y .  In stead , he m u st  r e s o r t  to "bakbitinge, " and 
d oes  to an extent that g r e a t ly  sh a m e s  h im .
T h ere  a r e  other in s ta n c e s  when the L o v er  fa i l s  to fu lf i l l  the
c o u r t ly  lo v e  d o c tr in e .  When the C o n fe sso r  d i s c u s s e s  the s in  of
D e s p a ir ,  the L o v er  m u st  ad m it that he is  gu ilty .  A c co rd in g  to the
r u le s  of co u r t ly  lo v e ,  the  su itor  should n ev er  d e s p a ir ,  ^  and yet
the L o v e r  d o es :
And thus I m a i  you so th l i  t e l l e ,
Save only  that I c r i e  and b idde,
I am in T r i s t e s c e  al am idde  
And fu lfild  of D e s e p e r a n c e .
(CA, IV, 3 4 9 6 -9 9 . )
The L o v e r 's  la c k  of h e r o i s m ,  h is  u se  of d e tra c t io n ,  and h is  
d e sp a ir  a r e  e x a m p le s  of G o w er 's  g e n e r a l ly  s u c c e s s f u l  a ttem p t to  
adapt the r u le s  of co u r t ly  lo v e  to the c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  of an aged  
lo v e r ,  even  to the point w h e r e  adaptation b e c o m e s  an outright r e ­
fu tation  of the co u rt ly  co d e .  He ch an ges  w h atever  in the d o c tr in e  d oes
17not su it  the c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  and l e a v e s  the r e s t  a lon e .  Indeed,  
s o m e  of the s in s  that the L o v e r  c o n f e s s e s ,  as w e l l  as  m any of the  
v ir tu e s  that he c la im s ,  a r e  d e f in ite ly  the t r a i t s  of a co u r t ly  lo v e r .  
T hey b e lo n g  to h im  b e c a u s e  th ey  a r e  not in c o n s is te n t  w ith the b e ­
hav ior  of an old  m an in w hom  the sap of youth s t i l l  runs h igh. F o r  
ex a m p le ,  he is  patient,  h u m ble , con stan t ,  g e n e r o u s ,  and a lw ays  
co u r teo u s  in h is  d ea l in g s  iwith the lady  w hom  h e lo v e s .
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In the fo r e g o in g  p a g e s ,  the point has b een  to in d ica te  that 
G ow er, throughout the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis ,  c o n ce iv ed  of the L over  
as an old m an , (perhaps, but not n e c e s s a r i l y ,  b e c a u s e  he w as  h im ­
s e l f  no lon ger  young when he w ro te  the p oem , ) and that he ind icated  
as m uch  by the g e n e r a l  tone of h is  w ork  and by m o r e  or l e s s  sp e c if ic  
a llu s io n s  w hich , from  t im e  to t im e ,  the L over  m a k es  to h is  age.  
F u r th e r ,  the poet used  the r u le s  of co u rt ly  lo v e ,  or d is c a r d e d  th em ,  
depending upon w hether they  su ited  the c h a ra c te r  of an aged  m an or 
n ot
In v ie w  of a ll  th is ,  D odd's s ta tem en t  co n cern in g  the end of the  
C o n fe ss io  A m an tis  s e e m s  as d is c o n c e r t in g  to the w r ite r  as the c o n ­
c lu s io n  of the poem  ap parently  w as to him:
It is  with a d is t in c t  sh ock  that w e le a r n ,  . 
having fo llow ed  the p e r fe c t ly  n atu ra l s to r y  of 
the lo v e r ' s  fo r tu n e s ,  that, a fter  a l l ,  he is  
only an old m an  w h o se  " lock es  hore"  do not  
a c c o r d  w ith " loves lu s t .  " ' We  w ish  that the  
poet m igh t have c h o sen  a l e s s  bungling w ay of 
ending h is  p oem . Of c o u r s e ,  it  is  n e c e s s a r y  
in a l o v e - v i s io n ,  w hich  G ow er's  poem  p r a c t ic a l ly  
i s ,  to have the h ero  d i s m is s e d  with so m e  w ord  
of approval or w ith  an injunction a p p rop ria te ,  
in e ith er  c a s e ,  to the part that he has p layed  
throughout the s to r y .  . . .  In the C o n fe s s io ,  
on the other hand, a fter  b e ing  led  to think  
of the hero  as a young m an,
A lo v y e r e  and a lu s ty  b a c h e le r e ,
we a r e  confronted  with the s ta te m e n t  that it 
is  on ly  John G ow er, the g r a y -h a ir e d  old  
poet. The s p e c ta c le  of "old G r is e l"  grow ing  
co ld  about the h eart  and ly in g  th e r e  in a 
sw oon for lo v e ,  is  in co n g ru o u s ,  to say  the
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le a s t .  A poet w ith m o r e  im ag in a tion  and with  
l e s s  d e s ir e  to m ak e  c le a r  the fac t  that h is  
c h ie f  in t e r e s t  w a s  in m o r a l  a f fa ir s ,  would  
c e r ta in ly  have d e v is e d  a m o r e  a t tr a c t iv e  c o n ­
c lu s io n  for a poem  w hich , in its  m a in  fe a tu r e s ,  
i s  not w ithout a t tr a c t iv e  q u a lit ie s ,
D odd's study of G o w er 's  p oe try  in its  r e la t io n sh ip  to the  
th em e  of co u rt ly  lo v e  is  the on ly  d e ta iled  w ork  that has b een  w r itten  
on the su b jec t .  On the b a s ic  m a tte r  d is c u s s e d  above, he has e n t ir e ly  
m i s s e d  the point. It is  s im p ly  not tru e  that w e  h ave  b een  "led to think  
of the h ero  a s  a young m an , " or that the ending is  " in congru ous, "
On the c o n tra ry ,  the r e v e la t io n  of the L o v e r 's  advanced  age has been  
p rep a red  for ,  and it has ev ery th in g  to do w ith the p u rp o se  of the  
p o em . Beyond th is ,  Dodd s e e m s  to f e e l  that G ow er should have d i s ­
m i s s e d  the L o v er  in a m an n er  m o r e  in k eep in g  w ith  the usual co u r t ly  
trad it ion .  In o ther  w o rd s ,  the p o e t 's  o r ig in a l i ty  is  h e r e  not w e lc o m e d .
M ay w e  not s e e  a pattern  in th is  type of G ow er c r i t i c i s m ?  In 
the p r ece d in g  ch a p ter ,  it w as r e m a r k e d  that P r o f e s s o r s  W ed el and 
F o x  had found G ow er too d id actic  and not enough of a s c ie n t i f ic
i
s p e c ia l i s t ,  r e s p e c t iv e ly .  H e r e  he is  at fault b e c a u s e  h is  w ork  v io la te s  
the con ven tion a l p a ttern  of co u rt ly  lo v e  l i t e r a tu r e .  One b eg in s  to 
w onder if  G o w er 's  c r i t i c s  a r e  not too s p e c ia l iz e d  in th e ir  v a r io u s  
ap p roach es  to h is  m a n y -s id e d  p oem . It m u st  be d ea lt  w ith  on its  
own t e r m s  and w ith  a ll  of its  m an y  a s p e c t s  in m ind , or not at a ll .
L et us lo o k  for o u r s e lv e s  at the co n c lu s io n  of the C o n fe ss io
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A m a n t is . In the eighth book, the L over  has c o m p le te d  h is  sh r ift  
and a sk s  the C o n fe s s o r ' s  a d v ice .  Genius has in the m e a n t im e  m e a s u r ­
ed h is  m an , and now he t e l l s  him that h is  c a u s e  is  lo s t  and that h i s  
sa lv a t io n  l i e s  in a re tu rn  to rea so n ;
Thus fo lw eth  it, if thou tr a v a i le ,
Wher thou no p rofit  has ne p r is ,
Thou art tow ard th is  e lf  unw is.
(CA, VIII, 2 0 9 2 - 9 4 . )
The L o v e j ,  in c o n tra s t  to the prototype of the co u rt ly  lo v e r ,  
i s  w il l in g  enough to e s c a p e  the s e r v i c e  of the god "which that blind  
w as e v e r e ,  " but he d oes  not know how. With a ju s t i f ia b le  b i t t e r ­
n e s s  he r e p r o a c h e s  the C o n fe sso r  for te l l in g  h im , an in cu ra b le ,  
that he should get w e ll:
Mi wo to you is  bot a g a m e,
That f ie le n  noght of that I f ie le .
(CA, VIII, 2152-53 . )
At length  the C o n fe sso r  a g r e e s  to take a le t t e r  of su pp lica t ion  to
V en us, w r it ten  in the L o v e r 's  t e a r s .  A fter  further  d e la y ,  the
g o d d ess  l e t s  h e r s e l f  be se e n .  She p r o m is e s  the old m an r e l i e f  but
w is e ly  adds that her m e d ic in e  m a y  be
Noght a ll  p er c h a n c e  as  ye it w olden ,
B ot 'So as ye be r e s o n  sch o ld en ,
A cordant unto lo v e s  kinde.
(CA, VIII, 2 3 6 9 -7 1 .)
"Halwynge of s c o r n ,  " she t e l l s  h im  that for such  an old fe l lo w  it
B e tr e  is  to m ak e  a beau r e tr e a t .  "
(CA, VIII, 2416.)
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The L o v er  suddenly  b e c o m e s  p a le ,  h is  h eart  turns co ld , and 
he sw o o n s .  "While in th is  s ta te ,  he s e e m s  to s e e  Cupid approach ,  
and fo llow in g  h im , a com pany of l o v e r s ,  led  by " lusty  Youthe. " 
T r is t r a m  and I se u l t ,  L a n ce lo t  and G u en ev e re ,  and a h ost  of o th ers  
troop  ga ily  by, am ong them  four notably  faithfu l w iv e s :  P e n e lo p e ,  
A lc e s t e ,  A lc io n e ,  and L u c r e c e .  A s they  p a s s ,  Youth tak es  no h eed  
of the L o v e r .  This group is  fo l lo w ed  by another , a so m ew h a t  s m a l le r  
on e ,  le d  by E ld e ,  who "cam a so fte  p a s ."  T his  com pany, c o m p o sed  
of su ch  m o r e  s ta te ly  p e r s o n a g e s  as King D avid , So lom on , A r is to t le ,  
and V e r g i l ,  in te r c e d e s  for the unhappy L o v e r ,  abetted  now even by  
s o m e  of the younger trou pe.
Venus su m m o n s Cupid, and w h ile  the lo v e r s  of o lden t im e s
p r e s s  around, s o m e  of them  debating am ong th e m s e lv e s  the fo l ly
of lo v e  in the old , and s o m e  r e m a r k in g
. . . That the w y lde  lo v e s  ra g e  
In m an n es  l i f  fo rb er th  non A ge ,
(CA, VIII, 2 7 7 3 - 7 4 . )
Cupid draw s out the dart with w hich  the L over  had b een  p ie r c e d  in
the opening l in e s  of the f i r s t  book. Venus a p p lie s  a co ld  o in tm en t,
and then g iv e s  the old  m an  a m ir r o r  and b ids  him look  into it:
W herinne anon m yn h e r te s  yhe 
I c a s t e ,  and s ih  m y  co lour  fade,
Myn yhen d y m m e and al unglade,
Mi c h ie k e s  th inne, and al m y  fa ce  
With E lde I m yhte  s e  d e fa c e ,
So r iv e le d  and so wo b e s e in  
That ther w a s  nothing fu ll ne p le in ,
I syh  a ls o  m yn h e r e s  h o r e .  >
Mi w il l  w as  tho to s e  n o m o r e  
Outwith, for  ther  w a s  no p le s a n c e .
(CA, VIII, 2 8 2 4 -3 3 .  )
"Mi w ill  w as  tho to s e  n o m o r e .  " In that c r u e l  m o m en t ,  d is e n c h a n t­
m en t  b r in g s  w ith it the co ld  l igh t  of r e a s o n .  Venus laughs  at the  
old m an and a sk s  h im  what lo v e  i s .  H is a n sw er  is  that he d oes  not 
know. He b eg s  to be e x c u se d  fr o m  the cou rt  of the g o d d e s s ,  and she  
c o n s e n ts .  B e fo r e  he l e a v e s ,  h o w e v e r ,  the C o n fe s s o r  a b s o lv e s  h im ,  
and Venus hangs about h is  n eck  a pair of "bedes b lak  and Sable" upon 
w hich a r e  in s c r ib e d  the golden  l e t t e r s ,  "Por r e p o s e r .  " Then Venus  
and the C o n fe s s o r  v a n ish  in a s ta r r y  sky. The L over  is  for a m o m en t  
stunned; then he s m i l e s  as he b e c o m e s  a w a re  of the b e a d s ,  the sy m b o l  
of that w hich  t r a n s c e n d s  ea r th ly  p a s s io n s .
And in th is  w is e ,  so th  to sey n ,
H om w ard a so fte  pas y w ente .
(CA, VIII, 2 9 6 6 - 7 . )
G ow er ends the poem  by r e v e r t in g  to the th e m e s  w hich  he had
touch ed  upon in the P r o lo g u e .  T h ere  has b een  s o m e  ob jec t io n  to the
a n t i - c l im a t ic  p ra y er  that the poet a d d r e s s e d  to God, ^  in w hich  he
p ra y s  for  p e a c e  and s ta b i l i ty  in the rea lm ;  and a ls o  to h is  conclud ing
p alin od e in w hich  he r e j e c t s  p a s s io n a te  lo v e  in favor of su ch  lo v e  as
th e  high God sen d s  us ,  w hich m a y  s a v e  body and so u l,
So that above in th ilk e  p la ce  
Wher r e s t e th  lo v e  and a l le  p e s ,
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O ure jo ie  m a i ben e n d e le s .
(CA, VIII, 3170-72.  )
It i s  tru e  that if  Gower had le f t  off w ith  h is  jo u rn ey  h o m e w a r d s ,  he  
m igh t have le f t  the r e a d e r  m o r e  d eep ly  m o v ed  than by the l in e s  that 
fo llow . H ow ever ,  th e r e  is  no r e a s o n  to in s i s t  that G ow er has sa id  too  
m uch . He has brought us b ack  from  the w or ld  of h is  m is s p e n t  lo v e  
to the r e a l  w or ld  in w hich  he now d w e l l s - - t h e  s a m e  w orld  w hich  he  
had le f t  iii the  P r o lo g u e  of h is  p o em . A fter  the c l im a x  of r e je c t io n ,  
th is  is  h is  den ou em en t.
E ven  so ,  it i s  w ith  the im a g e  of the ch a sten ed , e ld e r ly  e x -  
L over s t i l l  c l e a r ly  b e fo r e  us that w e  c o m e  to the end of the C o n fe s s io  
A m a n t is . T h is  is  the so m b r e  but d ec id e d ly  nob le  ending w hich P r o f ­
e s s o r  Dodd found " incongruous. "
F o r tu n a te ly ,  in h is  The A lle g o r y  of L ove  C. S. L e w is  went  
a long  w ay tow ard s  ree v a lu a t in g  the p o e t 's  w orth  in th is  conn ection .
He too s e e m s  s tr a n g e ly  to r e g a r d  the c o n c lu s io n  of the poem  as  a 
co m p le te  s u r p r i s e ,  at l e a s t  on the r e a d e r 's  p art,  but he has th is  to 
say  about i t - - a n d  h is  c o m m e n ta r y  is  w orth  quoting at length:
F o r  h im  / G o w e r /  as for  C h au cer ,  the  lo v e  w hich  
he c e le b r a te s  is  a s in ,  and in the lo v e r  W ill 
has usurped  dom in ion  over  R esou n . Gower is  not 
enough of a p h ilo so p h er  to a c h ie v e ,  l ik e  D ante ,  
or even  to a ttem pt, l ik e  A lan u s,  any r e c o n c i l ia t io n  
b etw een  the c la im s  of h is  two w o r ld s :  but he  
i s  m u ch  too c a r e fu l  and s in c e r e  an artist t o  be  
content w ith  so m e  fo r m a l pa linode w hich  would
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s tu lt ify  the w h o le  of the r e s t  of h is  p o em .
He s o lv e s  the protlem  by k eep in g  h is  eye  on the
o b ject .  He finds in h is  own e x p e r i e n c e - - t h e
e x p e r ie n c e  of an old  m a n - -h o w  L ife  i t s e l f  m a n a g e s
the n e c e s s a r y  palinode; and then m a n a g e s  h is  in
the sa m e  w ay . It is  d d  A ge w hich  d raw s the
sting  of lo v e ,  and h is  p oem  d e s c r ib e s  the p r o c e s s
of th is  d isappoin ti ng m e r c y .  . . .  Is th is  an
a l l e g o r ic a l  p r e se n ta t io n  of the death  of l o v e - -
or of lo v e  on ly?  Or i s  it  the  v o ic e  of L ife
i t s e l f?  The a n sw er  is  that it  is  both: for d o u b tless
it i s  a ru le  in p o e try  that if  you do your own w ork
w e l l ,  you w i l l  find you h ave  done a ls o  yvork you
n ev er  d re a m e d  of. And so  w ith  a ll  the  o ther e le m e n ts
2.0in G o w er 's  c lo s in g  s c e n e .
A ll  the  im a g e s  w hich  G ow er u s e s - - t h e  tro u p es  of l o v e r s  and 
the aged , the w ithdraw n a rro w , the co ld  o in tm en t,  and the b e a d s - - 
b e c o m e  the sy m b o ls  of a p r o c e s s  that is  b a s ic  to a ll  hum an e x p e r ie n c e .  
The l e s s o n  that the L o v er  le a r n s  is  one w h ich  a l l  of us m u st  le a r n  
if  w e l iv e  lon g  enough.
G ow er, then, has u sed  the aged  L o v er  as a m e a n s  of being  
"m oral"  a fter  a l l .  L ife  i t s e l f ,  that i s ,  the  e x p e r ie n c e  of God's n atu ra l  
law , is  the f in a l proof a g a in s t  the r o m a n tic  con cep tion  of lo v e .
L e w is ,  in h is  p en etra tin g  but a ll  too b r ie f  g la n ce  at the c o n ­
c lu s io n  of th e  C o n fe s s io  A m a n t is , has  s u g g e s te d  the profound m o t iv a ­
tion  of the L o v e r 's  o d y s s e y  fro m  p a s s io n  to r e a s o n  without, s u r p r is in g ly ,  
d is c u s s in g  v e r y  m u ch  the m ea n s  that Gower had at h is  com m an d . Had 
he c o n s id e r e d  them  m o r e  c l o s e l y ,  he m igh t have  b een  m o r e  im p r e s s e d  
w ith th e  c o n s c io u s ,  as  w e l l  a s  the u n c o n sc io u s ,  art  w ith  w hich the  
poet c a r r ie d  out h is  con cep tion . L e w is  d e s c r ib e s  G ow er's  t r a n s fe r e n c e
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of the L o v e r 's  p r e d ic a m e n t  to a u n iv e r sa l  p lane in t e r m s  of the few  
l in e s  in w hich  that t r a n s fe r e n c e  is  m ad e  ex p lic it :  th e s e  p a s s a g e s ,
I
w hich  h ave  b een  d e s c r ib e d  above , a r e  am ong th o se  r a r e  c a s e s  "in
w hich  m e d ie v a l  a l le g o r y  r i s e s  to m yth , in w hich  the s y m b o ls ,  though
fa sh io n ed  to r e p r e s e n t  s in g le  c o n c e p ts ,  take on new  l i f e  and r e p r e s e n t
rath er  the p r in c ip le s  - -not o th e r w ise  a c c e s s i b l e - - w h i c h  unite w hole
21c l a s s e s  of c o n c e p ts .  " This is  a l l  quite tru e .  But how?
Of one thing w e m a y  be su re:  the e f fec t  w hich  L e w is  d e s c r ib e s  
i s  not s im p ly  the r e s u l t  of the h e igh ten ed  pow er of a s in g le  p a s s a g e .
In o rd er  to exp la in  it ,  or at l e a s t  try  to , it i s  n e c e s s a r y  to take a 
c lo s e r  look  at G ow er's  u se  of a l le g o r y ,  in w hich  the L o v er  and 
G enius ,  the C o n fe s s o r ,  have the m o s t  im portant r o le s  to p lay . The  
la n d sc a p e  of the C o n fe s s io  A m antis  is  the a l l e g o r ic a l  d r e a m -la n d  
of a ll  the m e d ie v a l  p oe ts  who had fe l t  the in f lu en ce  of the R om an de  
la  R o s e . But Gower d is p e n s e s  w ith the usual lo v e r ' s  s le e p  and
d r e a m . L ik e  D ante , he t r a n s fe r s  h is  f i r s t  p e r so n  n a rra to r  into the
l
22r e a lm  of the a b s tr a c t  by s im p ly  arran g in g  for h im  to w ander into it.
In p r e v io u s  r e f e r e n c e s  to the Vox C lam an tis  w e have a lr ea d y  s e e n  how  
e f f e c t iv e ly - - a lb e i t  c o n v e n t io n a l ly - -h e  could  handle the d rea m  v is io n .  
But h e r e  he did not c h o o s e  to u se  it; at l e a s t ,  the d rea m  is  a w aking  
one. The obvious exp lanation  is  that he w ish e d  to g ive  to the L o v e r 's  
p r e d ic a m e n t  a he igh ten ed  r e a l i ty ,  a s e n s e  of having b een  d ir e c t ly
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fe lt ,  w hich  the d ream  d e v ic e  w ould have h in d ered . It is  tem p tin g  
to overem p h as ize  the p o et 's  a c c o m p lis h m e n t  in th is  and other r e ­
sp e c ts ;  the pendulum  of Gower c r i t i c i s m  has b een  for  so long  lodged
j
at its  n eg a t iv e  pole  that one is  perhaps in danger of b ein g  too anxious  
to g iv e  the poet h is  due. Yet the m o r e  one c o n s id e r s  the e f fe c t  of  
the w hole  p o em , the m o r e  it s e e m s  p robab le  that at l e a s t  m o s t  of 
G ow er's  m an y s m a l le r  v a r ia t io n s  on the s ty le  of m e d ie v a l  lo v e  p o e try  
w e r e  c a r e fu l ly  c h o se n  by the poet for the p u rp o se  of in f lu en c in g  that  
total e f fec t .  Such l e s s e r  changes  have  th e ir  own part to p lay  in b u i ld ­
ing up to what is  tru ly  o r ig in a l  in Gower's p oem , and inarguab ly  the  
r e s u l t  of a. r e a l  l i t e r a r y  a r t is tr y :  the unique r e a l i ty  of the L o v e r ,  
the c u m u la t iv e  in te r e s t  of the d ia le c t ic  that take p lace  b etw een  him  
and G enius , and the nob le  co n c lu s io n  of the w ork .
We h ave  r e a s o n  h e r e  to m en tion  G o w er 's  n am e again  in the  
s a m e  b rea th  w ith D a n te 's .  E r ich  A uerbach , in one of the tour de  
f o r c e s  that c o m p o s e  h is  M im e s i s ,  exp la in s  the Ita lian  p o e t 's  pow er  
to in fu se  an in ten se  r e a l i ty  into the d e sc r ip t io n  of the so u ls  who 
populate h is  a f t e r -w o r ld .  He accou n ts  for th is  r e a l i ty ,  w hich  is  
r e m o v e d  fro m  a ll  the  usual ap p urten ances  of ev er y d a y  l i f e ,  in t e r m s  
of the p a tr is t ic  habit of f ig u ra l in terp re ta t io n .  .T he  D iv in e  C o m ed y , 
a cco r d in g  to h is  exp lanation , is  "based  on a f ig u ra l  v ie w  of th ings":
In the c a s e  of th r e e  of its  m o s t  im portant  
c h a r a c t e r s - - C a t o  of TJtica, V ir g i l ,  and B e a t r i c e - -  
I have attem pted  to d e m o n str a te  that th e ir  ap p earan ce
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in the other w orld  is  a fu lf i l lm en t  of th eir  
a p p ea ra n ce  on earth , th e ir  ea r th ly  a p p e a r ­
a n ce  a f ig u r e  of th e ir  ap p ea ra n ce  in the o ther  
w orld . I s t r e s s e d  the fact  that a f ig u ra l  
s c h e m e  p e r m it s  both its  p o l e s - - t h e  f igu re  
and its  f u l f i l lm e n t - - t o  re ta in  the c h a r a c t e r ­
i s t i c s  of c o n c r e te  h i s to r ic a l  r e a l i ty ,  in  c o n tr a ­
d is t in c t io n  to what obta ins  w ith s y m b o l ic  or  
a l le g o r ic a l  p e r s o n if ic a t io n s ,  so  that f ig u re  
and fu lf i l lm e n t - -a l th o u g h  the one " s ig n if ie s"  
the o t h e r - - h a v e  a s ig n i f ic a n c e  w hich  is  not  
in co m p a tib le  with th e ir  b eing  r e a l .  ^
In G o w er 's  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  of the L o v e r ,  so m eth in g  of the s a m e  
p r o c e s s  that A uerb ach  d e s c r ib e s  m a y  be d is c e r n e d .  It is  not to be 
su p p osed  that G ow er had been  in fluenced  by the Ita lian  p o e t - - th o u g h  
he knew of h im - -b u t  both had drawn d eep ly  from  the s a m e  p a tr is t ic  
v e in  of thought. It w as a lm o s t  in e v ita b le ,  even  in a w ork  d ea ling  
with lo v e ,  that as soon  as G o w er 's  im ag in a tion  c a m e  into p lay , the  
a b s tr a c t  ca n v a s  that he c h o se  should  be a f ig u ra l one, in w hich  the  
L o v e r ,  ra th er  than b e in g  m e r e ly  an a l l e g o r ic a l  r e p r e se n ta t io n  of 
the co u r t ly  lo v e r ,  a fter  the fa sh ion  of the R om an de la  R o se ,  
should  s e e m  a r e a l  p e r so n  at the m o m en t  of h is  " fu lf i l lm en t" -- th a t  
i s ,  at the final m o m en t  tow ard s w hich  h is  r o le  as lo v e r  had in ­
ev itab ly  led  h im . F o r  a m an  su ch  as G ow er, that f ina l m om en t  
could  not be a ro m a n tic  one. But, in te r e s t in g ly  enough, in a t te m p t­
ing to r e a l i z e  th is  arch e ty p e  of the L o v er  as he e x i s t s  w ithin  a God-  
o r d e r e d  u n iv e r s e - - t h a t  i s ,  d isen ch a n ted ,  c h a s te n e d - -G o w e r  has m ade
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h is  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n ,  h is  "fulfillm ent"  independent of the  
a b s tr a c t  s ta te  that he is  m ean t to r e p r e se n t .  No one who has read  
the C o n fe ss io  A m antis  can doubt that the L over  h as an in d iv idu ality  
that c o m p le te ly  t r a n sc e n d s  h is  "figural" s ig n if ic a n c e .  In th is  s e n s e ,  
G ow er's  a ch ie v m e n t  earn s  him  a p la c e  am ong the v e r y  few  w r i t e r s
i
who during the m e d ie v a l  p er io d  w e r e  to contr ibu te  to the h u m a n iz a ­
tion of c h a r a c te r s  in l i t e r a tu r e .  The f ig u ra l m ethod , even  m o r e ,
'I ‘
p erh a p s ,  than G ow er's  own p robable  id en tif ica t ion  with h is  p r o ta ­
g o n is t ,  h e lp s  to exp la in  how, in the c a s e  of the L o v e r ,  that hu m an­
iz a t io n  c o m e s  about.
T his f ig u ra l  r e a l i s m  im b u es  the L o v e r 's  sh r ift  w ith con -
\
s id e r a b le  s ig n if ic a n c e .  G ow er would have us b e l i e v e  that it is  he  
who is  speak ing , and, as p r e v io u s ly  noted , that m a y  to s o m e  extent  
b e the c a s e .  The old  poet s e e m s  to know a g rea t  dea l about the  
f e e l in g s  of d esp a ir in g  p a s s io n  w hich  he d e s c r ib e s .  But had he 
c h o se n  m e r e ly  to r e la te  a p e r so n a l  e x p e r ie n c e ,  the r e s u l t  w ould  
h ave b een , .so to sp eak , r e a l i s m  without the "figure. " On the other  
hand, if  he had con ten ted  h im s e l f  w ith  an im p e r s o n a l  a b s tr a c t io n ,  
the r e s u l t  w ould have  b een  the r e v e r s e .  H is so lu tion  can b e s t  be  
eva lu ated  if w e co n s id e r  for a m o m en t  the o ther party  in the d ia logue  
w h i c h  m o tiv a te s  the p oem , that i s ,  the C o n fe s so r ,  G enius . The part  
that Genius p lays  can only  be exp la ined  by the fact  that h e , as  w e ll
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as the f ir s t  p e r s o n  n a r r a to r ,  r e p r e s e n t s  the p o e t 's  point of v ie w .
His im p e r s o n a l  a d v ice  and h is  ra th er  d id actic  and m o r a l  attitude a re  
r e a l ly  m o r e  c o n s is te n t  w ith  G o w er 's  usual l i t e r a r y  p e r so n a l i ty  than  
i s  the ch a r a c te r  of the L o v e r - - w h ic h  d oes  not help  to m ak e  h im  the  
m o r e  r e a l  of the tw o. That, h o w e v e r ,  is  not su rp r is in g ;  h is  function  
in the poem  is  to r e p r e s e n t  the o b jec t iv e  .natura l law  of the u n iv e r s e ,  
not a hum an type or condition . Under the c ir c u m s t a n c e s ,  G ow er could  
h ard ly  g ive  h im  a v e r y  h u m anized  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n .  The L o v e r ,  in 
whom  the la w s  of nature a r e  s e e n  to o p e r a te ,  can r e m a in  a t h r e e -  
d im e n s io n a l  being; but the C o n fe s s o r ,  the em b od im en t of n atu ra l law ,  
i s  bound to b eg in  and end as an a l l e g o r ic a l  a b s tr a c t io n ,  and so he 
d o e s .  Yet w ithout h im  and the (colloquy w hich r e s u l t s  from  h is  co n fr o n ta ­
t ion  w ith the L o v e r ,  the la t t e r ' s  own f ig u ra l r e a l i s m  w ould not have  
b een  a ch ie v ed .  G en ius , in o ther w o r d s ,  is  the  m e a n s  by w hich  the  
L o v e r - -w h o  b eg in s  by b e in g  s im p ly  a lo v e r ,  an aged  o n e - - b e c o m e s  
the r e p r e se n ta t io n  of A ged  L ove  i t s e l f ,  uniting "whole c l a s s e s  of 
co n cep ts"  w h ile  at the s a m e  t im e  re ta in in g  h is  o r ig in a l  c h a r a c te r .
The part that I h ave  d e s c r ib e d  as  b e lon g in g  to the C o n fe sso r  
i s  not, of c o u r s e ,  the one that he o s te n s ib ly  p lays  in the C o n fe ss io
J  ~
A m a n tis .  R ath er ,  it  has to do w ith  the e ffec t  that h is  lon g  continuing  
dia logue w ith  the L o v er  is  bound to have  on the r e a d er  who fo llo w s  
the ir  c o n v e r sa t io n  fro m  beginn ing to end of the p o em . In l i t e r a l
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24t e r m s ,  Genius is  s im p ly  the p r ie s t  of lo v e .  But a lm o s t  a l l  of 
G ow er's  c r i t i c s  have  r e m a r k e d  on the in c o n s is te n c y  that the C on ­
f e s s o r  d e m o n str a te s  in that c a p a c ity .  Not only  d o es  Genius freq u en tly
co n tra v en e  the p r e c e p ts  of cou rtly  lo v e  in favor  of m o r e  m o r a l ,  or
25
m o r e  p r a c t ic a l  a l t e r n a t iv e s ,  ' but he ac tu a lly  q u estion s  the d iv in ity
of the g o d d ess  h e r s e l f  in the fifth  book of the C o n fe ss io  A m a n t i s ,
26when he is  d i s c u s s in g  the pantheon of the c l a s s i c a l  d ie t i e s .  It
is  not that "Venus and the court of L ove  a r e  but id le  d r e a m s  and
27fe ign ed  c o n s e c r a t io n s  of hum an in f ir m it ie s .  " On the co n tra ry ,  the  
w o rld  that th ey  r e p r e s e n t  is  r e a l  enough, in the s e n s e  that a l l  te m p o r a l  
th ings a r e  r e a l .  But th e ir  "oghne P r e s t ,  " who r e p r e s e n t s  the natural  
o r d e r ,  is  on ly  b ein g  c o n s is te n t  in denying the a b so lu t ism  of the ir  
p o w er , (a d en ia l  w hich  Venus h e r s e l f  in d ir e c t ly  seco n d s  w hen sh e  at 
l a s t  r e l e a s e s  the L over  from  her s e r v ic e ) .  F o r ,  in the p a tr is t ic  v ie w  
of l i f e ,  the n atu ra l law  in c lu d es  that v e r y  p r o c e s s  of aging, as w e l l  as  
the o r ig in a l  im p u ls e  of p a s s io n a te  lo v e ,  by m e a n s  of w hich  m an is  
brought to R e a so n ,  and h en ce  to the con tem p la tion  of e ter n ity .  The 
exh au stion  of lo v e  , as  w e ll  as  lo v e  i t s e l f ,  is  "be w e ie  of k inde, " and 
thus w ith in  the p r o v in ce  of the C o n fe ss o r .
G ow er's  u se  of the C o n fe s s o r  m a y  b e s t  be exp la ined  in t e r m s  
of a t r a n s fe r e n c e  of id e a s .  In h is  m o s t  n a rro w  m ean in g ,  G enius is  
the p r ie s t  of lo v e .  But Gower unm istakab ly  a s s o c ia t e s  lo v e  w ith
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28sex u a l d e s ir e .  And he r e g a r d s  se x u a l  d e s ir e ,  not s u r p r is in g ly ,  
as "be weie^ of k inde, " that i s ,  as a b a s ic  law  of natu re . Now, as  
noted in the p r ece d in g  ch ap ter ,  Gower b e l ie v e d  that n atura l law  w as  
God's law , in k eep ing  w ith one a s p e c t  of p a tr is t ic  thought. A c c o r d ­
ing to th is  v ie w ,  n a ture  is  not at odds with r e a s o n ,  any m o r e  than  
r e a s o n  is  at odds with sp ir itu a l  r e v e la t io n .  T ru e ,  r e a so n  m o d if ie s  
our " lu s te s" :
F o r  God the la w e s  hath a s s i s s e d  
A s w e l l  to r e s o n  as  to kinde,
Bot he the b e s t e s  w olde binde  
Only to la w e s  of nature,
Bot to the m an n es  c r e a tu r e  
God yaf him  r e s o n  w ithal,
W hereof'that he nature sh ca l  
Upon the c a u s e s  m o d e f ie ,
That he sch a l  do no l e c h e r ie ,
And yit he sch a l  h is  lu s t e s  have.
(CA, VII, 5372-81. )
But in any c a s e  the law  of nature is  not r e je c te d .  On the co n tra ry ,
n a tu re  i t s e l f ,  in a l i t e r a l  as  w e l l  as  an a n a lo g ic a l  s e n s e ,  le a d s  to an
understand ing  of God. In the C o n fe ss io  A m a n t is , the f ig u re  of the
C o n fe sso r  r e p r e s e n t s  a ll  of t h e s e  r e la te d  id e a s :  sex u a l  d e s ir e ,
p a s s io n a te  lo v e ,  the law of "kinde, " and that p r o c e s s  of aging  w hich
is  included  in n atura l law  and by m e a n s  of w hich  m an is  brought to
r e a s o n  and h en ce  to the con tem p la tion  of h is  e te r n a l  sa lv a t io n .  Only
w hen G enius has r e p r e se n te d  a ll  of t h e s e  con d ition s  d oes  he vanish;
» >
he has fu lf i l led  h is  function  and le f t  the L o v er  in the dom ain  of the
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h igh er  la w  of r e a s o n .  G ow er had only  to n am e the C o n fe sso r  "Natura"  
in o rd er  to m ak e  h is  con cep t  p r e c i s e .  But, as  it i s ,  th is  la r g e r  
r o le  of Genius is  c o n s is t e n t ly  p r e s e n te d ,  if  one l e a v e s  a s id e  the  
n a r r o w e s t  in terp re ta t io n  of h is  t i t l e ,  p r ie s t  of lo v e .
F r o m  the fo reg o in g  r e m a r k s ,  the re a d e r  w il l  have a lr ea d y  
gath ered  for h im s e l f  the th e m e s  that dom inate  G o w er 's  co lloq u y  
b etw een  G enius and the aged  L o v e r .  H ow ever ,  in v ie w  of the frequent  
epitath , " co m m o n p la ce ,  11 that has been  le v e le d  at the poet,  it m ight  
b e w e l l  to r e s ta te  th o se  t h e m e s ,  which m o s t  c e r ta in ly  e x is t  in the  
C o n fe ss io  A m a n t is . They r e v o lv e  around the con cep t  of the death of 
p a s s io n a te  lo v e ,  a con cep t  s c a r c e ly  touched  on in the s e c u la r  l i t ­
e r a tu r e  of the M iddle A g e s .  In ord er  to dea l w ith th is  su bject ,
G ow er has c r e a te d  a unique c h a r a c te r iz a t io n ,  a lo v e r  who is  old.
Of c o u r s e ,  the s e n e x  a m a n s ,  the e ld e r ly  m an m ad e  r id icu lo u s  by h is  
p a s s io n ,  had long b een  a s ta p le  of c o m ic  w r i t e r s ;  but G ow er's  s e r io u s  
tr e a tm e n t  of the su bjec t  is  enough to m ak e  a ll  the d i f fe r e n c e .  F u r th e r ­
m o r e ,  he has c o m p le te ly  re fa sh io n e d  the h e r e t i c a l  code of cou rtly  
lo v e  in ord er  to m a k e  the L o v e r 's  p a s s io n  con form  to a d eep ly  m o r a l  
v is io n  of l i f e ,  in part by in trodu cin g  the e lem en t  of T im e , sy m b o liz e d  
by the L o v e r 's  age .  The poet s e e s  lo v e ,  and, in a la r g e r  s e n s e ,  a ll  
b eh av ior  that is  "be w e ie  of k inde, " not as  the ir r e c o n c i la b le  a d v e r s a r y  
of m a n 's  sp ir itu a l  s e l f ,  but as an in ev ita b le  and in m an y w ays  helpful  
force , w hich  le a d s  him f in a lly  to the con tem p la tion  of God and
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sa lv a t io n .  The natura l la w s - - r e p r e s e n t e d  by the C o n fe s s o r - - th a t
i
h ave  red u ced  the old  su itor  to a p it iab le  s ta te  at the opening of the  
f i r s t  book a re  the s a m e  that h ave  le f t  h im  w ith a thoughtful s m i le  
and a p ra y er  on h is  l ip s  in the la s t  l i n e s .  N o t ice  that the L over  has  
not ren ou n ced  nature; with a m uch  d eep er  in s igh t  than m o s t  m e d ie v a l  
m en  p o s s e s s e d ,  Gower has had nature ren ou n ce  the L o v e r .  That, 
a fter  a l l ,  is  the w ay that ren u n c ia t io n s  u su a lly  c o m e  about.
But even  m o r e  than th e s e  n ob le  id e a s ,  w hich  the "figure" of 
the L o v er  su m m on s up, G ow er's  g r e a te s t  a c h ie v e m e n t  is  the a lm o s t  
in c id en ta l ,  but none the l e s s  p ow erfu l,  r e a l i ty  of the aged  p ro ta g o n is t .
In m ak ing  the L o v er  old, in draw ing , p e rh a p s ,  on h is  own e x p e r ie n c e ,  
and, m o s t  im p ortan tly ,  in r e m o v in g  the em otion  of lo v e  from  the  
u su a lly  u n rea l,  o r ,  at any ra te ,  h yp erb o lic  and h e r o ic  a tm o s p h e r e  of 
r o m a n c e  l i t e r a tu r e ,  the poet has a ch ie v ed  a c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  unique  
in m e d ie v a l  l i t e r a tu r e .  His lo v e r  is  no k n ig h t-erra n t ,  no T rojan hero;  
he is  h ard ly  a h ero  at a l l  in the con ventional s e n s e .  What d ign ity  he  
a c h ie v e s ,  and it i s  c o n s id e r a b le ,  he c o m e s  by in the c o u r s e  of o rd in a ry  
hum an e x p e r ie n c e .  The lo v e  from  w h ic h  he s u ffe r s  is  one w hich the  
m o d ern  rea d er  can  understand and b e l i e v e  in. T ru e ,  th is  a c c o m p l i s h ­
m en t is  not enough to w in  for Gower a t i t le  to u n iv ersa l i ty ;  the  
a l le g o r ic a l  co n stru c t io n  of the p oem , am ong other th in gs ,  o f f s e t s
any such  c la im .  But it d oes  ju st i fy  us in cr e d it in g  the old  m o r a l i s t  
w ith  the d is t in c t io n  of b e in g  the f i r s t  m e d ie v a l  poet to gen u in e ly  h u m ­
a n ize ,  o r ,  p erh ap s  m o r e  e x a c t ly ,  to d o m e s t ic a te ,  the  s t i l l  r e la t iv e ly  
new  em otion  of ro m a n t ic  lo v e .
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^For e x a m p le ,  cf .  W. A. N e i l s o n ,  The O r ig in s  and 
S o u rces  of the Court of L ove  (B oston , 1899), and C. S. L e w is ,
The A l le g o r y  o f  L ove  (London, 1938; N ew  York, 1959, paperback),  
p^T NHL
R om an ce  l i t e r a tu r e  had, of c o u r s e ,  begun to f lo u r ish  
in the E n g lish  lan gu age  long  b e fo re  the fou rteen th  cen tu ry , but as  
W. P .  Ker has sa id  /  in E n g lish  l i t e r a tu r e :  M ed iev a l  (New York,
1912), p. 727, "The E n g lish  took  the ad ven tu rou s, s e n sa t io n a l  part  
of the F r e n c h  r o m a n c e s ,  and le t  the lan gu age  of the h eart  a lon e ,  "
^Cf. L e w is ,  op. c it .  , pp 222-31 , and S. K. H en inger ,
J r . ,  "The M a r g a r i t e - P e a r l  A l le g o r y  in T hom as U sk 's  Testam enil of 
L o v e ,  " S p ecu lu m , XXXII (1957), 9 2 -9 8 .
4
W o r k s , II, xv.
5
W o r k s , lo c .  c it .
^W orks, I, lx x i i i .
7
W orks, I, lxxv .
8W illiam  G eorge  Dodd, "C ourtly  L ove  in C haucer and Gower  
(G lo u c e s te r ,  M a s s .  , 1959), p. 41. I
g
G ow er's  T r a i t ie ,  on the o th er  hand, is  one of the f i r s t  
p o e m s  that I know of in w hich  a poet of any na tion a lity  ap p lie s  s o m e  of 
the r u le s  of co u rt ly  lo v e  to the e s ta te  o f  m a tr im o n y .  Cf. W ork s ,  I, 
lx x x i i i - l x x x v ,  and pp. 3 7 9 -3 9 2 .
*®The C o n fe s s o r ,  as w e m igh t exp ect  of a p r ie s t  of V enus,  
u su a l ly  e x p r e s s e s  the co u rt ly  idea  of the ennobling e f fec t  of lo v e  
(IV, 2296-2315 , ) but the opinion is  not echoed  by the L o v er .
152
153
^ L e w i s ,  op. c it .  , p. 217; and Dodd, o£_. c it .  , p. 81.
12 "When w e m o d e r n s  sp eak  of adven ture , w e m ea n  
som eth in g  u n stab le ,  p e r ip h e r a l ,  d is o r d e r e d .  A ll  th is  is  p r e c i s e ly  
w hat the w ord  d oes  not m ean  in co u rt ly  r o m a n c e .  On the co n tra ry ,  
t r ia l  through adyenturd is  the r e a l  m ean in g  of the kn ight's  id ea l  
e x i s t e n c e .  " E r ich  A u erb ach , M i m e s i s : The R e p r e se n ta t io n  of R e a li ty  
in W estern  L it e r a tu r e , t r a n s .  W. T r a sk  (New Y ork, 1957), p. 118.
^ D o d d ,  pp. 8 7 -8 8 .
14A nd reas  had in s is t e d  on je a lo u s y  as a n e c e s s a r y  in g r e d i­
ent of lo v e .  The C o n fe sso r  con dem n s it; but the L o v er  c o m p lie s  with  
the r e q u ir e m e n t - -n o t ,  one f e e l s ,  b e c a u s e  t iow er  w ish ed  to keep  h im  
in the co u rt ly  love  trad it ion ,  but b e c a u s e  j e a lo u s y  w as  an in ev ita b le  
part of the condition  of an aged  lo v e r .  Cf. A nd reas  C ap e llan u s ,  The  
A rt of C ourtly  L o v e ,  t r a n s .  John Jay P a r r y  (New Y ork, 1941), p. 101.
15 I ta l ic s  m in e .
^ D o d d ,  p. 69.
17 I should p erhaps e m p h a s iz e  that in sta ting  th is  I r e fe r  
only  to the L over  and not to the C o n fe s s o r ,  who often d i g r e s s e s  from  
the co u rt ly  d o ctr in e  in in s ta n c e s  that have nothing to do w ith  the L o v e r 's  
age .  The C o n fe s s o r ,  in te r e s t in g ly  enough, often  a s s u m e s  a m o r a l  
c h a r a c te r  in a w ay that the L o v er  d oes  not: he u su a l ly  a c c e p ts  the  
co u r t ly  d o ctr in e  on ly  to the extent that its  v ir tu e s  c o r r e sp o n d  to 
C h ris t ian  v ir tu e s ,  i t s  v ic e s  to C h r is t ia n  v i c e s .  When the c o m p a r is o n  
cannot be m a d e ,  he s e e m s  to fo r g e t  that he is  a p r ie s t  of lo v e ,  not a 
c le r k .  F o r  ex a m p le ,  in h is  d i s c u s s io n  of Contek and H o m ic id e  (III, 
1089-2621), the P r i e s t  a d v is e s  the L over  that h is  p a s s io n s  should  be  
ru led  by r e a s o n - - a  good s c h o la s t ic  d o c tr in e  but h ard ly  a co u rt ly  one.
The r e s u l t  is  thai; the r e l ig io n  of lo v e  is  d is to r te d  not only by the L o v e r ,  
but by the C o n fe sso r ;  and each  d oes  th is  in s e p a r a te  w a y s .  The d o ctr in e  
i s  m od if ied  by the L over  in t e r m s  of h is  age; it is  m o d if ied  by the  
C o n fe ss o r  in t e r m s  of C h r is t ia n  v a lu e s .  The two cond itions  often  
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(1924), 8 9 -9 5 ,  G ow er's  v e r s io n  is  o r ig in a l  w ith h im  and ow es  l i t t le  
but the n am e to e a r l ie r  w r i t e r s .
pp. 6 3 -7 6 .
25 F o r  s o m e  d ep a r tu res  from  the co u r t ly  cod e ,  cf. Dodd,
2 6 C A , V, 1382-1443.
27 L e w is ,  p. 219.
28
G o w er 's  L o v er  d oes  not dw ell  on the sex u a l a s p e c t  of  
h is  p a s s io n  but in b r ie f  p a s s a g e s  he is  e x p lic it  enough. Cf. CA, II, 
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VTHE STR UC TU RE OF THE CONFESSIO AMANTIS
If th e r e  w as no analogue in m e d ie v a l  l i t e r a tu r e  for G ow er's  
id ea  of the L o v e r ,  it is  equally  tru e  that no m o d e l e x is te d  for the  
s tru c tu re  of the w ork  w hich  the poet built around h is  w o e -b e g o n e  
p ro ta g o n is t .  M ost e x a m p les  of co u rt ly  lo v e  l i t e r a tu r e  w e r e  a m o r ­
phous a f fa ir s  as far as  o rg a n iz a tio n  w as c o n cer n e d ,  be in g  b a sed  
upon the rath er  d is c o n n e c te d  ad ven tu res  of one or m o r e  kn ights,
"an e la b o ra te  fab r ic  w oven  out of a num ber of th e m e s  w hich  a l t e r ­
nated w ith  one another l ik e  th read s  of a ta p e s tr y .  G ow er's  poem ,  
of c o u r s e ,  has nothing to do w ith knightly  adventure at all; but even  
when it  i s  co m p a red  w ith the gen re  of lo v e -a l l e g o r y ,  or lo v e -v i s io n ,  
of w hich  the R om an de la  R o se  is  the p roto typ e , th ere  i s ,  as  w il l  be  
se e n ,  l i t t le  to w hich  the s tr u c tu r e  of the C o n fe ss io  A m antis  m a y  be  
r e la te d .  In t e r m s  of its  o rgan iza tion , G ow er had d es ig n ed  a w ork  
w hich  w as as  m u ch  a l i t e r a r y  t o u r - d e - f o r c e  as the D e c a m e r o n  or 
the C anterbury T a le s ,  though it sh a red  w ith th o se  w ork s  the need  of 
a fr a m e w o r k  upon w hich  m an y  ta le s  could be hung. It is  ir r e le v a n t  
to the p r e s e n t  d i s c u s s io n  to r e g r e t  that in the C o n fe ss io  A m antis
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we do not h ave ,  as  w ith  Chaucer, a s c h e m e  that a d m its  a g a l le r y  
of p o r tr a its  that is  a ls o  a s o c ia l  s p e c tr u m , o r ,  a s  w ith B o c c a c c io ,  
an in s ig h t  into the l i f e  of a fam ou s  c ity  and its  p eo p le .  G ow er's  
p u r p o se  in te l l in g  h is  s t o r ie s  w as not the s a m e  as  that of h is  two  
c o n te m p o r a r ie s ,  who w ish ed  c h ie f ly  to a m u se .  If our p o e t 's  aim
has not p roven  as durab le  as t h e ir s ,  so m u ch  the w o r s e  for him;  
but it is  a m is ta k e  to su p p o se  that, w ithin the l im ita t io n s  of the  
goal he had se t  h im s e l f ,  he w as  l e s s  im a g in a t iv e ,  l e s s  o r ig in a l
than th ey . The C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  w as in tended to s a t is fy  a n eed  
on the part of its  p o ten tia l au d ien ce  that had s c a r c e ly  b een  c a te r e d  
to b e fo r e ,  namely,; to c lo a k  m o r a l  d id a c t ic is m  in the g u is e  of  
e n te r ta in m e n t - - to  " su g a r -co a t"  k n ow led ge , as  S idney w ould d e s ­
c r ib e  the p r o c e s s  two c e n tu r ie s  la t e r .  And in o rd er  to c a r r y  out h is  
p u rp o se ,  Gower w as to d e v is e  a plan for h is  p oem  that w as  as unique,  
if  not as  e la b o r a te ,  as  anything in m e d ie v a l  l i t e r a tu r e .
S in ce  even  the m o s t  sy m p a th et ic  of G o w er 's  c r i t i c s  has d e s ­
c r ib e d  the C o n fe ss io  A m an tis  as m e r e ly  w e l l -b u i l t  ra th er  than o r i -  
2
g in a l,  it w ould s e e m  to be w orth w h ile  to d i s c u s s  the plan of the poem  
in s o m e  d eta il .
To beg in  with, th e r e  is  no r e a s o n  to doubt G o w er 's  own  
accoun t, in the e a r l i e s t  v e r s io n  of the P r o lo g u e ,  of the in it ia t iv e  
that King R ich ard  g ia v e  him  for w rit ing  the p o em ,
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F o r  that thing m a y  nought be r e fu se d  
W hich that a king h im s e lv e  bit.
(CA, P r o l .  , 7 4 -5 .  )
The young s o v e r e ig n  had su m m on ed  the poet to jo in  him  aboard h is  
b a r g e  one day in 1390, when Gower w as  boating  on the T h a m es .
A m ong  other m a t te r s  that w e r e  m en tion ed  b etw een  th em , R ichard  
bade h is  su b jec t  to w r ite  "Som n ew e thing" w ith the understanding  
that he w ould h im s e l f  p e r u s e  the f in ish ed  w ork . But the k in g 's  in ­
jun ction  could  not have b een  other than a g e n e r a l  one; it w as up to 
the old p oet to d ec id e  what w ould a m u se  h is  m a s te r  and yet s e r v e  
h is  own p u r p o se s .
F r o m  the m o m en t  that he began thinking of the p rop osed  w ork,  
it s e e m s  c le a r  that he had in m ind  a poem  that w ould e n t e r t a in - - 
s p e c i f i c a l ly  by d ea ling  with the a lw ays  popular sub jec t  of lo v e - - a n d  
at the s a m e  t im e  in s tr u c t ,  in the a c a d e m ic  as  w e l l  as  the m o r a l  s e n s e  
of the w ord . The com b in ation  of th e s e  a im s  has n ever  b een  a com m on  
one in l i t e r a tu r e ;  and c e r ta in ly  during the M iddle A g e s  the in c o m ­
p a t ib il ity  of am atory  and in s tr u c t iv e  in t e r e s t s  w as  m o r e  acu te  than 
i t  has  ev er  b een  s in c e .  The p ro b lem  of r e c o n c i l in g  the two w as  
thorny , but it app arently  n ev er  o c c u r r e d  to the old  poet to be d e te r r e d  
by it. When he w ro te  the P r o lo g u e ,  a s su m in g  that he w ro te  it f ir s t ,  
he had a c l e a r  idea  of h is  tw ofold  p u rp ose .  He would
. . . w r ite  in  such  a m a n er  w is e ,
W hich m a y  be w isd o m  to the w is e
And p ley  to hem  that lu s t  t<j(P^e yf>-r o ]_ 8 3 -5  )
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In the f ir s t  l in e s  of the f ir s t  book, he f e e l s  that it is  n e c e s s a r y
to ju st i fy  what for him  is  a change of pace:
I m a y  noght s t r e c c h e  up to the h ev en e  
Min hand, ne se t ten  al in even e  
This w orld , w hich  e v e r e  is  in b a lance:
It stant noght in m y  su ff ica n ce  
So g r e te  th in ges  to c o m p a s s e ,
Bot I m ot l e te  it o v e r p a s s e  
And tr e te n  upon o th re  th in g es .
F o rth i the S tile  of m y  w r it in g es  
F r o m  th is  day forth  I thenke change  
And sp ek e of thing is  noght to s tra n g e ,
Which e v e r y  kinde hath upon honde,
And w hereupon  the w orld  m ot stonde,
And hath don s ithen  it began ,
And sch a l w hil ther is  any man;
And that is  lo v e ,  of w hich  I m en e  
As a fter  sc h a l  be sen e .
(C A , I, 1-16. )
He im m e d ia te ly  m a k es  c le a r ,  h o w e v er ,  that he has not jo in ed  the  
ranks of the cou rtly  lo v e  p oets  w ithout deep r e s e r v a t io n s .  The  
profound connection  that he w as to draw  b e tw een  the la w s  of lo v e
and the law s  of God, w hich  w as d is c u s s e d  in the p rev io u s  chapter ,  
is  im p lie d  as soon  as he b eg in s  to d efine  the em otion:
And n a th e le s  ther i s  nom an  
In al th is  w or ld  so  w y s ,  that can  
Of lo v e  te m p r e  the m e s u r e ,
But as it fa ith  in aventure:
F or  ye t  w as n e v e r e  such  cov in e  
That couthe o rd e in e  a m e d ic in e  
To thing which god in la w e  of kinde  
Hath se t ,  for ther m a y  nom an finde  
The r ih te  s a lv e  of such  a Sor.
(CA, I, 21-24, 2 9 -3 3 .
I ta l ic s  m in e .  )
His e x p o s it io n  of a lo v e r 's  p a s s io n  w il l  not be an ennobling
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ta le ,  but ra th er  an ex em p lu m , a w arn ing a g a in s t  an in ev ita b le  m a d ­
n e s s  that "may noght be w ithstonde:"
A p oem  about lo v e  n e c e s s i t a t e d ,  o b v io u s ly ,  a lo v e r  and his
lady . But the r e a d e r  im m e d ia te ly  d is c o v e r s  that he w il l  n ev er  m e e t
the la tter  f a c e - t o - f a c e .  She r e m a in s  a lw ays  in the background; only
the L o v er  con fron ts  us. And the r e s u l t  of h is  c o n fe s s io n  is  not to
b r in g  us to an un derstand ing  of the w hole  s to r y  of h is  re la t io n sh ip
w ith h is  be loved; w e n ev er  le a r n  how th ey  m e t ,  who sh e  i s ,  or what
a r e  the p r e c i s e  em otion a l s ta g e s  through w hich  the su itor  p a s s e s
in h is  lo v e  for h e r .  A s a m a tter  of act ,  th ere  is  l i t t le  to t e l l  on 
that s c o r e .  F r o m  f i r s t  to la s t ,  as w e a ls o  q u ick ly  le a r n ,  it has
b een  an u n s u c c e s s fu l ,  o n e - s id e d  a ffa ir .  What c o m e s  through to 
us is  a s in g le  e lem en t  in the re la t io n sh ip ,  the unhappiness  that it 
has c a u se d  the L o v er .
As s im p ly  as  th is ,  Gower s e t  the m ood  in w hich  h is  poem  
about lo v e  w ould be c a s t .  But the m ood  had to be su sta in e d  by r e a s o n ­
ab le  c a u s e s ,  and at the s a m e  t im e  the  poet had to u se  it to ju st i fy  
in h is  own fa sh io n  the o b je c t iv e  la w s  of God even  as they  a ffec ted  
the m o s t  l a w le s s  c f  p a s s io n s .  His so lu tion , draw n, no doubt, from  
the e x p e r ie n c e  of h is  own d ec l in in g  y e a r s ,  w a s  both s im p le  and 
o r g in a l:  to in te r je c t  the e le m e n t  of T im e  into the dom ain  of rom an tic  
lo v e ,  an in tru s ion  w hich  Venus and her  cou rt  understand ab ly  do not 
w e lc o m e .  Its p r e s e n c e  is  fe lt  in the fact  of the L o v e r 's  a g e ,  and, 
p erh ap s  m o r e  im p ortan t ,  in the w ay w hich  the fac t  c o lo r s  h is  v iew
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of h is  own e m o t io n s .  It w as a point of v ie w  w hich  Gower d e l ib e r a te ly  
a ssu m e d ;  that he n eed  not have used  it, the Cinkante B a la d es  am ply  
p r o v e s .
The d ia logu e  m ethod  la y  rea d y  to G ow er's  hand as the m ea n s  
of d i s c lo s in g  both the d i le m m a  of h is  p ro ta g o n is t  and its  so lu tion .
The techn ique w as c o m m o n p la ce  in m e d ie v a l  l i t e r a tu r e ,  although, 
s ig n if ic a n t ly ,  it w as  not o r d in a r i ly  used  in w ork s  co n cer n e d  w ith  
r o m a n tic  lo v e .  G ow er, with h is  dual p u rp o se  in m in d , had next to 
invent the secon d  p arty  in h is  d ia lo g u e ,  one who could  both in s tru c t  
and a m u se  the r e a d e r .  His so lu tion , the f igu re  of the C o n fe s s o r ,  
had only  an in d is t in c t  p rece d e n t  in the l i t e r a tu r e  of the M iddle A g e s .  
Gower h im s e l f  quite l ik e ly  did not r e a l i z e  a ll  the  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  of this  
p r ie s t  of lo v e  when he f i r s t  co n c e iv e d  of the poem ; the C o n fe sso r  
only  grad u a lly  a c q u ir e s  the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the la r g e r  a l le g o r ic a l  
con cep t of natural law . But it i s  to the p o et 's  c r e d it  that, as the  
la t te r  s ig n if ic a t io n  of G enius b e c o m e s  m o r e  dom inant, the  fo r m e r  
is  not lo s t .  R om antic  lo v e ,  a s  Gower s e e s  it , is  n a tu ra l,  not 
" cou rtly . " It i s  from  n ature  that it  tak es  its  r u le s ,  and so th ere  is  
no p arad ox  in the id ea  of Genius as r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  of both lo v e  and 
n atu re .
The id ea  of a c o n fe s s io n  m u st  have evo lved  s im u lta n e o u s ly  
w ith  that of the C o n fe s s o r ,  though the con n ection  betw een  the two
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w as not in ev itab le ;  the re a d e r  w il l  r e m e m b e r  that in the R om an de 
la  R o se  G enius is  a c o n fe s s o r  in l i t t le  m o r e  than n a m e:  N atu re ,  far  
from  r e c i t in g  her s in s  to h im , u s e s  h im  as  a sounding b oard  w h ile  
sh e  d e s c r ib e s  her r e a lm .  The u se  of the c o n fe s s io n  as the f r a m e ­
w ork  of a tru e  d ia logu e  is  a w h o lly  o r ig in a l  d e v ic e  on G o w er 's  part.
The p o e t 's  n ext in novation  w as  to em p loy  the S even  D ead ly  
Sins as  the m ea n s  of apportion ing  the v a r io u s  p a r ts  of h is  con -  
f e s s io n - d ia lo g u e .  P a r o d ie s  of r e l ig io u s  c e r e m o n ie s  and d o c tr in e s  
in acting  out the r u le s  of c o u r t ly  lo v e r  w e r e  not an un com m on  part  
of the gam e; but, as  w e sh a ll  s e e ,  the Seven  D ea d ly  S ins of the  
C atholic  c a te c h is m  had n e v e r  b e fo r e  b een  u sed  in the ex p lica t io n  of 
rom an tic  p a s s io n .  E ven  m o r e  r e m a r k a b le ,  G ow er u sed  them  without  
v io la t in g  the s p ir i t  of C h r is t ia n ity :  the s in s  a g a in s t  the law  of lo v e ,  
as the poet d e f in es  the em o tio n , a r e  a ls o  s in s  a g a in s t  the law  of  
N ature , and that, of c o u r s e ,  m e a n s  that th ey  a re  s in s ,  in so  far as  
they go, a g a in s t  the law  of God.
The u se  of the Seven  Deadly S;ins p rov id ed  G ow er w ith  e x a c t ly  
the kind o f  d e v ic e  he n eed ed  to exp lo it  the c o n fe s s io n  a s  the v e h ic le  
for a v e r y  la r g e  num ber of t a le s  and ex e m p la .  A  d is c u s s io n  of each  
s in ,  and its  su b d iv is io n s ,  w ould  enab le  G enius to s e t  forth , in a lm o s t  
l i m i t l e s s  v a r ie ty ,  w ho le  r e a m s  of s t o r ie s  by m e a n s  of w hich  the  
L o v er  w ould be en ligh tened , and the r e a d e r  both en ligh tened  and
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en ter ta in ed . Such an anthology w a s  a r a r i ty  in G ow er's  day. If 
each  ta le  contained  a m o r a l  and if each  w as m ean t to contr ib ute  to 
the la r g e r  in s tr u c t iv e  p u rp o se  of the C o n fe ss io  A m a n tis ,  that w as  
a ll  to the good, but th e r e  can  be no doubt that the p op ularity  of the  
p oem  during the two c e n tu r ie s  to fo l lo w  w a s  due p r im a r i ly  to the  
s im p le  fact  that it con ta ined  so m any d iv er tin g ,  w e l l  told  ta le s .
It w as  c h ie f ly  through t h e s e  ta le s  that G ow er fu lf i l le d  the en te r ta in ­
m en t  part o f  h is  dual p u rp o se  without s a c r i f i c in g  h is  d e term in a t io n  
to edu cate  h is  r e a d e r s .
F r o m  th is  s u c c e s s io n  of in gen iou s  c o n c e p ts ,  (a) the aged  lo v e r ,  
(b) a d ia logu e  in the form  of a sh r if t ,  (c) a C o n fe sso r  who is  both  
p r ie s t  of lo v e  and sp o k e sm a n  of the natural o r d e r ,  (d) the u se  of the  
S ev en  D ea d ly  S ins , and (e) the g rea t  a r r a y  of s t o r ie s  that a re  built  
around th em , the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  began  to take its  shape.
The s tr u c tu r e  of the p oem  is  e la b o r a te  in it s  d e ta i l s ,  and 
as w e sh a ll  s e e ,  it  did not keep to the g e o m e tr ic  p a ttern  Gower had  
o r ig in a l ly  planned; but b e fo re  d is c u s s in g  this a sp e c t  fu r th er ,  w e would  
do w e l l  to co n su lt  the sk e lto n -o u t l in e  of the poem  w hich  fo l lo w s .
In th is  ou tlin e , no attem pt h as  b een  m ad e  to in d ica te  the conten ts  of 
the v a r io u s  s to r ie s  w hich  i l lu s tr a te  the dead ly  s in s  in the d octr in e
3
of love ;  for an a n a ly s is  of that kind the r e a d er  rrfay con su lt  M acaulay .  
H e re  our p u rp o se  i s  s im p ly  to note the v a r io u s  d iv is io n s  and
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su b d iv is io n s  of the p oem . A s w i l l ,  b e  s e e n ,  a l l  but one of the books  
have, as  th e ir  cen tra l  th em e ,  a p a r t icu la r  v ic e ,  and a l l  of th e s e  
v ic e s  have v a r io u s  su b d iv is io n s ,  each  i l lu s tr a te d  by at l e a s t  one  
ta le .  An attem pt has a ls o  b een  m ad e  to in d ica te  the m o r e  im p ortant  
of G ow er's  d ig r e s s io n s  from  the d e a d ly - s in  m otif .  On the other  
hand, the sh o r te s t  and m o s t  an ecd ota l of the e x em p la ,  w hich  a re  
e x tr e m e ly  n u m e r o u s ,  have not been  included . It should  be noted  
that w h ile  m o s t  of the lon ger  s t o r ie s  e x em p li fy  the v ic e  under d i s ­
c u s s io n ,  a la r g e  m in o r ity  p r e s e n t  an antidote to it ,  and s t i l l  o th ers  
have s c a r c e ly  any con n ection  w ith  the p a r t icu la r  v ic e  at a l l ,  at 
l e a s t  a s  that v ic e  r e la t e s  to lo v e .
H ere ,  then, a r e  the d iv is io n s  of the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis:  
PROLOGUE  
BOOK I
P r id e
1. H y p o cr isy
s t o r ie s :  Mundus and P a u lin a  
T rojan  H o r se
2. Inobed ience
s t o r ie s ;  F lo r e n t
3. Surquidry
s t o r ie s :  Trum p of D eath  
N a r c is s u s
4. A vantance
s t o r ie s :  A lboin  and R osem un d
5. Vain G lory
s t o r ie s :  N abugodonsor
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Bk. I cont.
A ntidote to P r id e :  H u m ility
s to r ie s :  T h ree  Q u estion s
BOOK II
Envy
1. S o rro w  for A n o th er 's  Joy
s t o r ie s :  A c is  and G alatea
2. Joy for A n o th er 's  G r ie f
s t o r ie s :  T r a v e l le r s  and the A ngel
3. D e tr a c t io n
s t o r ie s :  C on stan ce
D e m e tr iu s  and P e r s e u s
4. F a l s e  Sem blan t
s t o r ie s :  H e r c u le s  and D e ia n ir a
5. Supplantation
s t o r ie s :  The F a l s e  B a c h e lo r
C om bination  of P r id e  and Envy:
s t o r ie s :  P o p e  B on iface
A ntidote  to Envy: P i ty
s t o r ie s :  C onstantine  and S i lv e s t e r
BOOK HI
W rath
1. M ela n ch o ly
s t o r ie s :  C anace  and M a ch a ire
2. C h este
s t o r ie s :  four v e r y  sh ort  ex em p la
3. Hate
s t o r ie s :  King Nam phus
165
Bk. Ill cont.
4. & 5. C ontek and H o m ic id e
s t o r ie s :  D io g e n e s  and A lexan d er  
P y r a m u s  and T h isb e
W arning aga in st  W rath, F o o lh a s te ,  H o m ic id e  
s to r ie s :  P h eb u s and Daphne
A th em as  and D em ephon  
O r e s t e s
D ig r e s s io n  on th em e of War
s to r ie s :  A lexan d er  and the P ir a te
A ntidote to War: M er cy
s to r ie s :  Telaphus and T h eu cer
BOOK IV
Sloth
1. L a c h e s c e
s t o r ie s :  E n eas  and Dido
U ly s s e s  and P e n e lo p e
2. P u s i l la n im ity
s to r ie s :  P y g m a le o n  
Iphis
3. F o r g e t fu ln e s s
s t o r ie s :  D em ophon  and P h y l l i s
4. N e g l ig e n c e
s t o r ie s :  P haeton  
Icaru s
5. Id len ess
s t o r ie s :  R o s ip h e le e
Jephthah's D aughter  
Nauplus and U ly s s e s  
Education  of A lexan d er  
H e r c u le s  and A ch e lo n s
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Bk. IV. cont.
D ig r e s s io n :  E xp an sion  on th em e of L ab or , the antidote ,  u sed
to b ring  in d is c u s s io n  of a lc h e m y ,  the p h ilo so p h e r s '  
s to n e s ,  and lan guage.
6 . S om n o len ce
s t o r ie s :  C e ix  and C ephalus  
P r a y e r  of C ephalus  
A rgu s  and M e r c u r y
7. T r i s t e s c e
s t o r ie s :  Iphis and A ra x a re th en
BOOK V
A v a r ic e
s to r ie s :  M idas
1. J e a lo u sy
s t o r ie s :  V ulcan  and Venus
D ig r e s s io n :  R e l ig io n s  of the W orld
2. C o v e i t i s e
s t o r ie s :  V ir g i l ' s  M ir r o r  
The Two C o ffers  
The King and h is  S tew a rd 's  W ife
3. F a l s e  W itn ess
s t o r ie s :  A c h i l le s  and D e id a m ia  
J a so n  and M edea  
P h r ix u s  and H e lle
4. U sury
s t o r ie s :  Echo
5. P a r s im o n y
■stories: B ab io  and C ro ceu s
6 . Ingratitude
s t o r ie s :  A drian  and B ardus
T h e se u s  and A riad ne
Bk. V. Cont.
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7. R av in e
s t o r ie s :  T e r e u s
8 . R obbery
s t o r ie s :  N eptune and C ornix  
C a lis to n a
E xp an sion  on th e m e  of v irg in ity :
b r ie f  s t o r ie s :  P h ir in u s ,  V alentin ian
9. Stealth
s t o r ie s :  L eu co th oe
H e r c u le s  and Faunus
10. S a c r i le g e
s t o r ie s :  L u ciu s
P a r i s  and H elen
A ntidote: D is c u s s io n  of P ro d ig a b ity  and L a r g e s s
BOOK VI
Gluttony
1. D ru n k en ess
s t o r ie s :  Galba and V ite l lu s
2. D e l i c a c y
s t o r ie s :  D iv e s  and L a za ru s  
N ero
D ig r e s s io n :  S o r c e r y
s to r ie s :  U ly s s e s  and T e legon u s  
N ectan ab us
BOOK VII
D ig r e s s io n :  The E ducation of A lexan d er  
P h ilo so p h y
T h eo r ic  {ch iefly  a d i s c u s s io n  of A stro n o m y )  
R h etor ic
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Bk. VII cont.
P r a c t i c e  (ch ie f ly  a d is c u s s io n  of P o l ic y )
s to r ie s :  King and the T h ree  A n s w e r s  
‘ Ju lius  and the P o o r  Knight
A ntigonus and C in ichus  
D io g e n e s  and A r is t ip p u s  
R om an T rium ph  
M axim  in 
Gaius F a b r ic u s  
L igu rg iu s
The P agan  and the jJew 
S pertach us  
Gideon  
S alom on  
R ehoboam  
Tar quin 
V irg in ia  
plus n u m erou s  v e r y  b r ie f  
ex em p la
BOOK VIII
Law s of M a r r ia g e - -c h a s t i ty  (L u s t )
1. In ces t
s to r ie s :  A ppollon ius of T yre
C onc lu s ion
A s th is  outline  m a k e s  c l e a r ,  G ow er can h ard ly  be a c c u s e d  of 
an e x c e s s i v e  u se  of sy m m e tr y  in the d iv is io n in g  of h is  p o em . Only  
the f i r s t  th r e e  b ook s, w hich  dea l w ith P r id e ,  Envy, and W rath in  
that o r d e r ,  can be Said to a d h ere  to a s y s t e m  of g e o m e tr ic  p rop ortion .  
H e re  Gower s e e m s  to have in m ind  a dependable  s e r i e s  of d iv is io n s  
and su b d iv is io n s .  His approach , w h ile  not b a sed  on the m y s t ic a l  ■
app eal of n u m ero lo g y  which b e s e t  so  m an y  m e d ie v a l  p o e ts ,  including  
D ante , is  c l e a r ly  not as haphazard , as " p u t-togeth er ,  " a s ,  for e x ­
a m p le ,  the C anterbury  T a le s .  He s e e m s  intent on beg inn ing  at 
the beg inn ing , and continuing a cco r d in g  to a c l e a r - c u t  pattern , that 
i s ,  w ith  each  g e n e r a l  s in  defined  in t e r m s  of f iv e  v a r ia t io n s  on it,  
and each  of t h e s e  v a r ia t io n s  i l lu s tr a te d  by one or two ex em p la r y  
t a l e s .  As a co n c lu s io n  to  each  book, the poet at f i r s t  hit on the idea  
of p r e s e n t in g  and i l lu s tr a t in g  an antidote  for each  g e n e r a l  s i n - -  
h u m ili ty  in the c a s e  of p r id e ,  p ity  in the c a s e  of envy.
And ye t ,  s c a r c e ly  has Gower begun to d ev e lo p  th is  pattern  
b e fo r e  he abandons it ,  and the m a th e m a t ic a l  p rop ortion s  of h is  
p oem  b eg in  to b rea k  down. The o u t l in es  b e c o m e  b lu rred:  b e fo r e  
the th ird  book is  co m p le te d ,  the poet has undertaken  the f i r s t  of 
s e v e r a l  d ig r e s s io n s  or ex p a n s io n s  on h is  th e m e .  T his one is  an 
a m p lif ic a t io n  of the th em e  of h o m ic id e  that in c lu d es  the w hole  su b ­
j e c t  of w a r ,  w hich Gowerb.hates, no m a tte r  what the p re te x t  for it. 
And the antidote , m e r c y ,  w hich  co n c lu d es  th is  book, is  p r e se n te d  
not a s  the op p o site  of the g e n e r a l  s in  of w rath , but as the so lu tion  
of w a r .
In the fourth book, Gower d ep arts  from  the pattern o f .f iv e  
su b d iv is io n s  that he had h ith erto  used  and p ro d u ces  s e v e n  v a r i a ­
t ion s  on the s in  of s lo th .  B e s id e s  th is ,  the poet h as abandoned the
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habit of a llow ing  one or tw o, or at m o s t ,  th ree  ta le s  to su ff ic e  as  
e x em p la  of each  v a r ia t io n .  Under the su b -h ead in g  of id le n e s s ,  th ere  
a r e  se v e n  s t o r ie s  and a n e c d o te s .  T h e se  a re  fo llow ed  by a d is c u s s io n  
of the su bjec t  of la b o r ,  w hich , as an antidote , would be lo g i c a l  
enough did it not in c lu d e  d ig r e s s io n s  con cern in g  a lc h e m y , the  
p h ilo so p h e r s !  s to n e s ,  and language.
In B ook  V the l i s t  of v a r ia t io n s  on the g e n e r a l  s in , a v a r ic e ,  
i s  even  lo n g e r ,  and th e r e  is  a c o n s id e r a b le  d ig r e s s io n  on the r e ­
l ig io n s  of the w orld , during w hich  the p r ie s t  of lo v e  m a k es  the ad ­
m is s io n  that the g o d d ess  whom he s e r v e s  has as  h er  dom ain  only  the  
b a s e r  sp h e re  of "w orldes  lu s t  and of p le s a n c e .  " The v a r ia t io n s  on 
the s in ,  even  m o r e  than th o se  in p rev io u s  books, a r e  often  d iff icu lt  
to d is t in g u ish  from  ea ch  other in t e r m s  of defin it ion , and one of 
th em , s a c r i l e g e ,  s e e m s  to have b een  dragged  in "by the hair":  
it r e la t e s  to the habit that c e r ta in  lo v e r s  have of w h isp e r in g  in  
c h u r c h !
In co n tra s t  to Book V, the s ix th  book, w hich d ea ls  w ith g lu t­
tony, conta ins only  two su b d iv is io n s  of the s in , as  w e l l  as an a s id e  
co n cern in g  the art of s o r c e r y .
Up to th is  point, Gower has at l e a s t  held  to the s tru ctu ra l
v
p r in c ip le  of using  one of the dead ly  s in s  as  the th em e  of each  book, 
but in B ook  VII he d ep arts  even  from  th is .  The e n t ire  se c t io n  is
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i t s e l f  a long  d ig r e s s io n ,  d e s c r ib in g  v a r io u s  d ep a rtm en ts  of human  
k n ow led ge  and, in the p r o c e s s ,  the du ties  of k ingsh ip .
The eighth  and la s t  book, w hich  p r e su m a b ly  should d ea l w ith  
the re m a in in g  s in  of lu s t ,  ac tu a lly  c o n s id e r s  on ly  one m in o r  v a r i a ­
t ion  of it , that of i n c e s t - - t h e  v a r ia t io n  w hich , b e c a u s e  of the s in g le  
m inded  e m p h a s is  that is  g iv en  it ra th er  than the fact  that it  is  d i s ­
c u s s e d ,  provok ed  the Man of l a w ' s  r e m a r k .
T his a n a ly s is  w il l  s u f f ic e  to in d ica te  that M acau lay , Dodd and 
other c r i t i c s  who have  pointed out the la c k  of m a th e m a t ic a l  p r o ­
p ortion  in G ow er's  poem  a r e  quite  ju s t i f ie d  in doing so .  The s e n s e  
of s y m m e tr y  is  soon  d e s tr o y e d ,  ^ the e ight books do not a p p r o x ­
im a te  each  other in length , and the su b d iv is io n s  of s in s  a r e  often  
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p o in t le s s .  Even m o r e  s e r io u s ,  a few  o f  t h e s e  su b d iv is io n s  and a 
v e r y  c o n s id e r a b le  num ber o f  the ta le s  have  only the th in n est  c o n ­
n e c t io n s ,  or none at a l l ,  w ith the th em e  of lo v e .  And, of c o u r s e ,  
the v a r io u s  d ig r e s s io n s  that have b een  r e f e r r e d  to a r e  u su a l ly  r e ­
m o v ed  from  the ind iv idual e m o tio n a l p r e d ic a m e n t  of the h ero .
The an sw er  to t h e s e  p e r fe c t ly  r e a s o n a b le  o b jec t io n s  is  s im p ly  
that th ey  do not m a tter  v e r y  m u ch . The r e a d er  of the C o n fe ss io  
A m a n tis  m ay  b e c o m e  im p atien t ,  for e x a m p le ,  w ith s o m e  (not all)  
of the fa c ts  that G ow er d is p e n s e s  in h is  long  d ig r e s s io n s  or w ith  the  
C o n fe s s o r ' s  habit of in troducin g  a good enough s to ry  on the p o o r e s t
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of p r e te x t s ,  but he w il l  not c a r e  that the d ig r e s s io n  i t s e l f  e x i s t s  
or w hether th e r e  a re  f iv e  or a dozen  v a r ia t io n s  on one or another  
of the dead ly  s in s .  On the co n tra ry ,  t h e s e  i r r e g u la r i t i e s ,  w hile  
th ey  b re a k  up the m a th e m a t ic a l  p rop ortion s  of the p oem , rather  add 
to i t s  in t e r e s t  and a r t fu ln e s s .  T hey a r e  the r e s u l t ,  on G ow er's  p a r t ,  
of a grow ing , a d e l ib e r a te ,  in d if fe r e n c e  to th o se  p u re ly  l i t e r a r y  d e ­
v ic e s  of d iv is io n  and su b d iv is io n  to w hich  so  m an y m e d ie v a l  w r i te r s  
w e r e  addicted . T h ere  can be no doubt that Gower w as c o n sc io u s  of 
what he w as doing in h is  p r o g r e s s iv e  d ep a rtu re  from  th e s e  m eth o d s .
The p roo f  is  am ply  d em o n str a ted  in the M irour de l 'O m m e  and the  
Vox C lam an tis;  in both of th e s e  p o e m s  he h im s e l f  had u sed  the t e c h ­
nique of d ep a r tm en ta l iz a t io n  to the u tm ost .  And, c o n c lu s iv e ly  
enough as far as the p r e s e n t  point is  c o n cer n e d ,  the poet had ad hered  
r ig id ly  in the M irour de l 'O m m e  to the s y s t e m  of d iv id ing  e v e r y  one  
of the S even  D ead ly  S ins into f iv e  su b d iv is io n s .   ^ One r e a s o n  why he 
abandoned th is  s y s t e m  in the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  is  r e a d i ly  apparent:  
the su b d iv is io n s  w hich , in the e x c lu s iv e ly  d idactic  M irou r ,  w e r e
d ea lt  w ith in a co n v en t io n a lly  C h r is t ia n  fa sh ion , could  not a lw ays  apply
i
to a d is c u s s io n  of lo v e .  But th is  w as  not G o w er 's  m a in  r e a s o n .  A s
a m a tter  of fact ,  s o m e  of the su b d iv is io n s  in the M irour de l 'O m m e
w hich  he did not u se  in the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  would have b een  m o r e
ap p rop ria te  than th o s e  he did u se .  F o r  e x a m p le , ,  su p erf lu ity  and prodigar 
l i ty  w ould have been m o r e  ap p rop ria te  as daughters  of lo v e -g lu t to n y  than his
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unhappy ch o ic e  of dru n ken n ess  (for w hich  he m en tio n s  T r is ta n  as  
an exam ple);  and under the heading of l u s t - - a  s in  w hich , ex cep t  for  
the su b d iv is io n  of in c e s t ,  he v ir tu a l ly  ig n o r e s  in h is  eighth b o o k - -  
h e m ig h t ,  from  the s y m m e tr ic a l  point of v ie w  of h is  su b jec t ,  have  
e a s i ly  -used a ll  of the other four v a r ia t io n s  that a r e  d ea lt  w ith  in the  
M ir o u r .
The m a in  r e a s o n  why G ow er grad u a lly  d is c a r d e d  th is  type of 
pattern  w as that he had d is c o v e r e d  th e r e  w as  no n eed  for it; the 
s tru c tu re  of h is  poem  did not have to depend on so m e c h a n ic a l  a 
d ev ice;  and the fact  that he did depart from  it ,  far from  underm in ing  
the s tr u c tu r e  of the C o n fe s s io  A m a n t is , accou n ts  for what v i ta l i ty  it 
p o s s e s s e s .  One should keep  in m ind  the e s s e n t ia l l y  s ta t ic  s ituation
I
in w hich  the action , su ch  as  it i s ,  unfolds. We have  to do w ith a 
co lloq uy , w hich  r eq u ir ed  a m eth od  that Gower had n ev er  used  b e fo r e .  
A s he p r o g r e s s e d  w ith it, he c a m e  to un derstand  m o r e  and m o r e  
c l e a r ly  that the s tr u c tu r e  of h is  w o rk  depended on the p r e se n ta t io n  
of th is  d ia logu e , not on any g e o m e tr ic a l  s c h e m e .
The c o n v e r s a t io n  that ta k e s  p la c e  b e tw een  the L o v er  and the  
C o n fe ss o r  i s ,  a l l  th ings c o n s id e r e d ,  a r e m a r k a b ly  n atural one.
Both the p r in c ip a ls ,  a fter  a l l ,  e x i s t  at l e a s t  p a r t ia l ly  on an a l l e g o r ic a l  
l e v e l ,  and c e r ta in ly  the se t t in g  in w hich  the c o n fe s s io n  ta k es  p la c e  
has no r e la t io n  to the r e a l  w or ld .  F u r th e r m o r e ,  the e le m e n t  of
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action  is  a lto g eth er  lack ing; th e r e  is  no opportunity  to o b s e r v e  
e ith er  the L over  or the C o n fe s so r  in the p r o c e s s  of r e a c t in g  to a 
v a r ie ty  of s i tu a t io n s .  And yet the h u m a n n ess  of the fo r m e r ,  w hich  
has b een  p r e v io u s ly  d is c u s s e d ,  i^s u n m istak ab ly  p r e s e n t .  A s  for  the  
C o n fe s s o r ,  a lthough he r e m a in s .a n  a l l e g o r ic a l  typ e , he is  no m e r e  
m o u th p iece  for the o b jec t iv e  know ledge he s e t s  forth . O b jective  he  
i s ,  b e c a u s e ,  as the L o v er  h im s e l f  r e m a r k s ,  he i s  not em o tio n a l ly
t
engaged  in the p r o b le m s  at hand. He i s ,  in fac t ,  the a rch e ty p e  of  
the g a rru lo u s  but w is e  pedant. The L o v er  is  a lm o s t  a lw a y s  p la in -  
tivfe and "to the point" in h is  a d m is s io n s  and d en ia ls  of s in s  ag a in st  
love ;  and in h is  r e m a r k s  he r e v e a l s  h im s e l f .  The C o n fe s so r  is  in ­
v a r ia b ly  p o n t if ica l  and d ig r e s s iv e ,  w il l in g  to keep h is  h um ble l i s t e n e r  
w aiting  w hite he d isp la y s  h is  erud ition  for the b en ef it  of the un seen  
au d ien ce  that, in l i t e r a tu r e  and l i f e ,  a lw ays  s e e m s  to accom p an y  
such  f ig u r e s .  Behind e v e r y  "Mi Sone, " w ith w hich  G enius re sp o n d s  
to the L o v e r 's  q u ere lo u s  q u estio n s  and a n s w e r s ,  one can hear an 
a lm o s t  audib le  "Tut, tut. " W ithin th is  fra m ew o rk ,  the d ia logue  
m o v e s  w ith  a d e f in ite  s m o o th n e s s .  The L o v e r ,  h e lp le s s  to help  h im -
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s e l f ,  is  hum bly dependent on the C o n fe s s o r ,  and until the v e r y  end
he not on ly  puts up with the v e r b o s i ty  of h is  m e n to r ,  but e n co u ra g es
it by "sett ing  up" the C o n fe s s o r ' s  r e s p o n s e s :
. . . and o v e r  th is
Of p r id e  if ther  oght e l l e s  i s ,
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W h e r o f  that I m e  s c h r y v e  s c h a l ,
What th in g  it  i s  in  s p e c ia l ,
M i f a d e r ,  a x e th ,  I you  preie .,
N ow  l e s t ,  m y  S o n e ,  and I s c h a l  s e i e .  . . .
(C A , I, 1 8 7 1 -7 6 . ) ,
N ow , f a d e r ,  s a y  what is  th i d o m ,
And hou thou  w o lt  that I b e  p e in e d  
F o r  s u c h  S e m b la n t  a s  I h a v e  f e ig n e d .
M i S o n e ,  if  r e s o n  b e  w e l  p e i s e d .  . . .
(C A , II, 2 0 7 4 -7 7 .  )
M in h e r t e  i s  y i t  and e v e r e  w a s ,
A s  th o g h  th e  w o r ld  s c h o ld e  a l  t o b r e k e ,
So f e r f u l ,  that I dar n oght sp e k e  
Of w h at p o u r p o s  that I h a v e  n o m e ,
W han I to w a r d  m i  la d i  c o m e ,
B u t l e t  i t  p a s s e  and o v e r g o .
M i S on e , do n o m o r e  s o .  . . .
(C A , IV , 3 5 8 -6 4 .  )
T h is  c o n v e r s a t i o n a l  g i v e - a n d - t a k e ,  a lth ou gh  it  h a r d ly  a l lo w s  for  the
k ind  o f  n a t u r a ln e s s  o f  la n g u a g e  that i s  u s e d  in th e  C a n te r b u r y  T a l e s ,
i s  at l e a s t  e q u a l ly  a s  fa r  r e m o v e d  f r o m  both  th e  text: b o o k  q u e s t io n -
a n d - a n s w e r  te c h n iq u e  and th e  d is p u ta t io n s  o f  th e  .E n g l is h  d e b a t e -
p o e m s .
T h e r e  i s  an o th e r  r e a s o n ,  in  a d d it io n  to th e  c h a r a c t e r i z a t io n s  
in v o lv e d ,  w h ic h  h e lp s  th e  d ia lo g u e  to  p r o g r e s s  w ith  a m in im u m  of  
a r t i f i c ia l i t y :  G o w e r 's  t e c h n ic a l  s k i l l  w ith in  th e  l i m i t s  o f  th e  o c t y s y l l -  
a b ic  c o u p le t  has n e v e r  b e e n  s u r p a s s e d .  A d i s c u s s i o n  of t h is  f a c e t  
o f  th e  p o e t ' s  a c h ie v e m e n t  b e lo n g s  p r o p e r ly  to  a la t e r  c h a p te r ;  h e r e  
i t  i s  e n ou gh  to p o in t  out that th e  d i s t in c t iv e  d i f f e r e n c e  that e x i s t s  
b e t w e e n  th e  p la in t iv e  v o i c e  of th e  L o v e r  and the  d e e p e r ,  m o r e
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p o n tif ica l  v o ic e  of G en ius , w hich  the r e a d e r  w il l  qu ick ly  d is c e r n ,  
i s  a m a tte r  of s ty le  as w e l l  as of content; the d if fer in g  ton es  r e s u l t  
not on ly  from  what is  sa id ,  but fr o m  the w ay it is  sa id .
The v e r y  n a tu r a ln e s s  of th is  d ia logu e  m u st  have  h e lped  to b rea k  
down the s y m m e tr ic a l  d e s ig n  that G ow er had tdrig inally  p lanned.
N o r m a l c o n v e r s a t io n  w as  not co n d u cive  to b a la n c e ,  and on the other
I
hand it w as con d u cive  to an exp an sion  of the C o n fe s s o r ' s  function:  
d ig r e s s io n  w as  to be ex p ected  both of the c o u r s e  of o rd in a ry  s p e e c h  
and of the pedantic  c h a r a c te r  of G enius . A s  long  as the d ia logu e  i t ­
s e l f  p rov id ed  the n e c e s s a r y  fra m ew o rk ,  the in it ia l  id ea  of a neat  
d ep a r tm en ta l iz a t io n  of s in s  could  be ig n o red . T his  r e a l iz a t io n  w as  
p robab ly  a c o n sc io u s  one on G o w er 's  part,  as  the outline  w i l l  a t te s t .  
O nce he had begun to d is c a r d  the p attern  of the f i r s t  th r e e  b ook s,  
he did not re tu rn  to it . At the sam e, t im e ,  the C o n fe s s o r  d is c o u r s e s  
on an in c r e a s in g ly  e th ic a l ,  ra th er  than co u rt ly ,  l e v e l ,  w ithout, h o w ­
e v e r ,  t r a n scen d in g  the g e n e r a l  f ie ld  of s e c u la r  kn ow ledge . He b e -
i
c o m e s  am b it iou s  enough to be the sp o k e sm a n  for  the w hole  natura l  
u n i v e r s e - - t h i s ,  as  w e have  se e n ,  w ithout u su a lly  con trad ic t in g  h is  
m o r e  l im it e d  r e p r e se n ta t io n  of r o m a n tic  lo v e .  Indeed, fro m  the  
v e r y  e a r l i e s t  p a g e s ,  he had f r e e ly  m ix e d  s t o r ie s  r e la t in g  to s in s  
a g a in s t  lo v e  w ith  s t o r ie s  that r e la te d  the s a m e  s in s  to th e ir  g e n e r a l ­
iz e d  m ea n in g s  as s in s  a g a in s t  s e l f ,  a g a in s t  m ankind, and ag a in st
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God. T hus, for ex a m p le ,  under the s in g le  su b d iv is io n  of p r id e
c a l le d  su rq uidry  or p resu m p tio n ,  w e  find the b r ie f  an ced ote  about
C apan eu s, who n e g le c t s  h is  r e l ig io n  and is  s tr u c k  down by God (I,
1 9 7 7 -2009) ,  the ta le  of N a r c i s s u s ,  w h o se  s e l f - l o v e  b r in g s  him  to
h is  death  (22 5 4 -2 3 6 6 ) ,  and the s to r y  of the tru m p et of death w hich
b low s for  a k in g 's  b ro th er ,  who i s  too prone to judge  the w e a k n e s s e s
of h is  fe l lo w  m an  in s tea d  of h is  own (2010-2253). L ove  is  in vo lved
in each  of t h e s e  s itu a tion s  as e ith er  a s in  or a v ir tu e :  s e l f - lo v e ,  lo v e
of m an , lo v e .o f  G od --b u t th e r e  is  not a s in g le  s to r y  about p resu m p tio n  
*
that in v o lv e s  a ro m a n tic  s itu ation .
It is  as  e a r ly  as  t h e s e  f ir s t  l i n e s ,  too, that the C o n fe s s o r  b eg in s  
to sp eak  for the natural law . The s to r y  of N a r c i s s u s  s e r v e s  as a 
fa ir  exam p le :  a fter  the young m an has d ied  for lo v e  of h is  own r e ­
f le c t io n ,  G ow er d escr ib es ,  h is  b u r ia l  w ith  som e e x c e l le n t  l i n e s ,  and 
then d raw s h is  own m o r a l  fro m  one of its  poignatit d e ta i ls :
W herof the N im p h es  of the w e l l e s ,
And o thre  that ther w e r e n  e l l e s  
Unto the w odes  b e lon gen d e ,
The body, w hich  w as ded lig en d e ,
F o r  pure p ite  that th e i  have  
Under the g ren e  th e i  b e g r a v e .
And thanne out of h is  sep u ltu re  
T her sprong  anon par aven tu re  
Of f lo u r e s  such  a w onder syh te ,
Than m en  e n s a m p le  tak e  m yhte  
Upon the d ed es  w hich e he  d ede,
A s thou w as s e n e  in th ilk e  stede;
F o r  in the w ynter f r e y s s h e  and fa ir e
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The f lo u r e s  b e n , w hich  is  c o n tra ir e  
To kyn de , and so  w a s  the fo l ie  
W hich f e l l  on h is  S u rq u id er ie .
(CA, 1,^  2 3 43 -58 ;  i t a l ic s  
m in e .  )
In other w o rd s ,  even  in the f i r s t  book, the C on fessor  had 
n e v er  b een  m e r e ly  the priest of co u rt ly  lo v e .  But Gower had to 
w ork  out as he w ent along the m ea n s  of g iv ing  h is  la r g e r  con cep tion  
of G enius a f r e e r  re in .  . How f r e e  that m ean t b e c o m e s  -clear a s  the  
poem  p r o g r e s s e s .  The C o n fe s so r ,  as  we have s e e n ,  not only  
co n tra d ic ts  the law s  of co u r t ly  lo v e  when they con trad ic t  the law  
of n a tu re ,  but, in the fifth book, a fter  fa il in g  to b y p a ss  a d i s c u s s io n  
of V en us, he a d m its ,  when p r e s s e d  by the L o v e r ,  that sh e  i s  by no 
m ea n s  om nipotent or even  v ir tu ou s  (1774-1443). The C o n fe s s o r 's  
attem p t to e x tr ic a te  h im s e l f  fro m  the n a r ro w er  r o le  of p r ie s t  of 
lo v e  is  not a fortunate  d e v ic e  on G ow er's  part; it i s  the one point in 
the p oem  when G enius' dual m ean in g  b e c o m e s  n o t icea b ly  d ich o to m iz ed .  
It d o e s ,  h o w e v er ,  in d ica te  that Gower w as b e c o m in g  m o r e  and m o r e  
a w are  of the p o s s ib i l i t i e s  of the f ig u re .  In g e n e r a l ,  Gower is  m o r e  
adept in h is  handling of th e s e  la r g e r  p o s s ib i l i t i e s ;  he le t s  the rea d er  
draw  h is  own c o n c lu s io n s  fro m  what G enius s a y s ,  not about h im s e l f ,  
but about the w orld  around him; the tech n iq ue is  in th is  c a s e  a n a lo g ­
ous to the one w hich  Gower u s e s  to r e v e a l  the L o v e r ’s age; it is  s im p ly  
a fac t  w hich  i s  le ft  to r e v e a l  i t s e l f .  In the c o u r s e  of using  th is  m eth od ,
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Gow er a c tu a lly  b r in g s  the e n t ire  m e c h a n is m  of the L o v e r 's  sh r if t  
to a h a lt .  As the c o n c lu s io n  of the s ix th  book, the r e a d e r  le a r n s  
that th e r e  w il l  be a h ia tus in the c o n fe s s io n .  The L over  h im s e l f  
a sk s  for a r e s p i t e ,  in o rd er  to le a r n  how A lex a n d er  w as taught by  
A r is to t le .  The C o n fe s s o r ,  c h a r a c t ;e r is t ic a l ly ,  is  on ly  too p le a s e d  
to ob lige;  a fter  a m o d e s t  d i s c la im e r  that, as p r ie s t  of V en us, he  
knows nothing of su ch  lo fty  m a t t e r s ,  he em b ark s  on the v a r ie ty  of 
su b jec ts  w hich  c o m p r is e  the seven th  book. A gain  it  should  b e  m e n ­
tioned  that fro m  the point of v ie w  of a p u re ly  g e o m e tr ic  eva luation ,  
th is  lon g  d ig r e s s io n  is  the w o r s t  of G o w er 's  s tr u c tu r a l  b lu n d ers .
The p oem  is  su pp osed  to be a lo v e r ' s  c o n fe s s io n ,  a fter  a l l ,  and 
th is  c o n fe s s io n ,  w ith  it s  lo g ic a l  u se  of d iv is io n s  of s in s  and sub-  
s in s ,  should  c o n st itu te  its  s tr u c tu r e .  But, as  p r e v io u s ly  noted,  
Gower had c e a s e d  to be in te r e s te d  in a m a th e m a t ic a l  co n stru c t io n  
for h is  p oem  lon g  b e fo r e  he had f in ish e d  it. The techn ique of the  
c o n fe s s io n a l  w as  s t i l l  the u se fu l  e x c u s e  for in n u m erab le  t a l e s ,  and
I
the th e m e  o f  aged  lo v e  w as s t i l l  the m e a n s  of r ea c h in g  the p o e m 's  
c e n tr a l  m o r a l - - t h a t  a l l  road s  m u st  lea d  in t im e  to God; but in a 
p u re ly  a r c h ite c to n ic  s e n s e ,  G ow er had c o m e  to depend on the d ia l ­
ogue i t s e l f ,  not a s  a c o n fe s s io n  only , but a s  a w is e  ranging d is -
I
c u s s io n  b e tw een  a p r o ta g o n is t ,  who is  m an in h is  a g e ,  and that
J
G enius w hich  is  the s p ir i t  not only  of the law  of lo v e ,  but of a ll  th o se
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la w s  w hich  ad m on ish  and in s tru c t  m an  in the know ledge of h is  C rea to r .t
The d ig r e s s io n s  are  the C o n f e s s o r ' s ,  not G ow er's;  they  halt the  
c o n fe s s io n ,  but not the d ia logue.
D r a m a t ic a l ly ,  the  im p act  of th is  c o n v e r s a t io n  is  fe lt  only at 
its  c lo s e ;  but n e ith er  the poem  nor its  co n c lu s io n  would have been  
m o r e  d ra m a tic  had the d ig r e s s io n s  b een  le f t  out. If so m e  of them
s e e n  dull to u s ,  the fault i s  that they  a re  dull, not that they  a r e  d i-
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g r e s s i v e .  The c o n v e r sa t io n  is  c e r ta in ly  a " literary"  d e v ic e ,  and 
i t s  p u rp o se ,  a s id e  from  the co n c lu s io n ,  is  p la in  enough: it  a llow s  
for the m a x im u m  im p r e s s io n  of en terta in m en t and lo r e  at w hich  the  
poet a im ed . H ow ever , h a m p ered  as it is  by th is  heavy  fre ig h t ,  Gower  
han d les  the d ia logu e  v e r y  w e l l .  The p roo f  of it is  tw ofold: the L o v e r ,  
and even  the C o n fe s so r ,  b e c o m e  p r o g r e s s iv e ly  b e tter  r e a l iz e d  as the  
poem  unfo lds, and not on ce  during its  long c o u r s e  does  the rea d er  
l o s e  the s e n s e  of the continu ity  of th e ir  talk. T h is  a c h ie v m e n t  has  
b een , w ithout excep tion , m in im iz e d  by G ow er's  c r i t ic s ;  yet no other  
M iddle  E n g lish  w r ite r  of a l le g o r y ,  m uch  l e s s  d id actic  a l le g o r y ,  could  
c la im  to h ave  done a s ^ u c h  in a w ork  of co m p a ra b le  length . F o r m ,  
or s tr u c tu r e ,  w as n ev er  a s tron g  point of m e d ie v a l  w r i t e r s ,  p a r ­
t ic u la r ly  when th ey  d eparted  from  the techn ique of s tra ig h t  forw ard  
c h r o n o lo g ic a l  n a r r a t iv e .  In th is  com pany, G ow er's  poem  is  e x ­
cep t io n a l in t e r m s  of i t s  s e n s e  of unity, the m o r e  so  in that it
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p r e s e n t s  a s ta t ic  s ituation  w hich  in the hands of a L ydgate  or a 
Jean  de M eun would have b e c o m e  a s e r i e s  of d is jo in ted  t ir a d e s  l e a d ­
ing n o w h er e .  E ven  P i e r s  the P lo w m a n , the only  o ther long  a l l e g o r ic a l  
p oem  of any s ig n if ic a n c e  in fo u r te e n th -c e n tu r y  E n g lish ,  is  a s t r u c t ­
ura l m o r a s s  co m p a red  to the Con f e s s io  A m a n t i s . T h is  is  not to sa y  
that the C o n fe s s io  A m antis  i s  a m a s t e r p ie c e  of l i t e r a r y  d e s ig n  in any 
a b so lu te  s e n s e .  But it  d oes  r e p r e s e n t  one of the v e r y  few  m a jo r  a t ­
tem p ts  m a d e  by E n g lish  w r i t e r s  at the fin  de s i^ c le  to b rea k  f r e e  of the  
s ty l iz e d  and often  s h a p e le s s  m o ld s  in w hich  l i t e r a tu r e  had b een  c a s t  
for c e n tu r ie s .  In the c o n v e r s a t io n  and'the c h a r a c te r iz a t io n s  of the  
L o v er  and G en ius , on w hich the s tr u c tu r e  of the C o n fe s s io  A m antis  
r e l i e s ,  the  a r t i f i c ia l  con ven tion s  of a l le g o r y ,  the m a th e m a t ic a l  d iv i-  
s io n s  ty p ic a l  of d id actic  w o r k s ,  and the f o r m l e s s n e s s  of m o s t  ro m a n c e  
l i t e r a tu r e  a r e  a ll  to s o m e  extent tra n sm u ted .
D e s p ite  th is  c o n s id e r a b le  a c c o m p lis h m e n t ,  no one w il l  ev er  
r e g a r d  the s tr u c tu r a l  con cep t  of the C o n fe s s io  A m a n t is as  a la n d ­
m a r k  in-the evo lution  of l i t e r a r y  tech n iq u e. It w il l  not, l ik e  the  
C anterbury  T a le s  and the M orte  D arthur , have the d is t in c t io n  of being
----------------f---------------------------------   1 " - . ■
d e s c r ib e d  as the fo rb ea r  of the n o v e l  or n o v e l la .  It r e m a in s ,  as  we  
b egan  by sa y in g ,  the m o s t  m e d ie v a l  of p o em s;  and e v en  it s  d e s ig n ,  
for  a ll  i t s  superior , fo r m , is  n e v e r t h e l e s s  a.s Gothic a s  a tw elfth  
cen tu ry  cath edral;  on ly  in it s  to ta l  e f fec t  d oes  it form  a w h o le .  It is
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tru e  that a few  of G o w er 's  in n ovation s ,  the r e a l i s t i c  p o r tra it  of the  
l o v e r ,  the  often  n atu ra l rhythm s of sp e e c h ,  a re  sy m p to m a tic  of that  
h u m a n ist ic  tren d  in la te  m e d ie v a l  l i t e r a tu r e  at w hich  C h au cer , on 
e v e r y  count, s u r p a s s e d  h is  le a r n e d  acq ua in tance . But for the m o s t  
p art,  G o w er 's  con cep tion  am ounts to a resh a p in g  of o ld er  fo r m s ,  
w hich  a r e  not the l e s s  old  b e c a u s e  he has com b in ed  th e m . The poet  
had no s in g le  s o u r c e ,  no prototype  on w h ich  he b a sed  h is  o rg a n iz a tio n  
of the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis ,  and yet not the l e a s t  of the p o e m 's  a t t r a c ­
t ion s  is  the fact  that it is  an a m a lg a m a tio n  of p r a c t ic a l ly  e v e r y  g en re  
a v a ila b le  to the m e d ie v a l  w r ite r .
S o m e  of the s tr u c tu r a l  e le m e n ts  w hich  Gower u sed  have  a lr ea d y  
been  m entioned: the aged  L o v e r ,  G enius, the  c o n fe s s io n a l  d ia logu e ,  
the  Seven  D eadly  S in s  a g a in s t  lo v e  (or nature),  and the c o l le c t io n  of 
s t o r i e s .  To th e s e ,  another e le m e n t  should  be a d d e d - - th o s e  e n c y c lo p e ­
dic d ig r e s s io n s  w h ich  a r e  not ex ter n a l to the s tr u c tu r e  of the p oem .
I
It w ould  b e  ra th er  a r b itr a r y  to a s s ig n  each  of t h e s e  e le m e n ts  to al
s in g le  l i t e r a r y  g e n r e ,  s in c e  in s o m e  c a s e s  an over lap p in g  o c c u r s .
But granting  a c e r ta in  o v e r s im p l i f ic a t io n ,  we m a y  sa y  that the f ig u r e s  
of the L o v er  and G enius d e r iv e  from  the g e n re  of r o m a n c e  a lleg o ry ;
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the c o n fe s s io n a l  d ia logu e  from  the tra d it io n a l m eth od s  of s c h o la s t ic ,  
or at any ra te  r e l ig io u s ,  d ia le c t ic ,  as  w e l l  as  the c o l lo q u ie s  of  
r o m a n c e  a l leg o ry ;  the S e v en  D eadly S in s  from  a com b in ation  of the  
m a n u a ls  of v ir tu e s  and v i c e s  and the co u rt ly  p a ro d ie s  of them ; the
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c o l le c t io n  o f  ta le s  from  a w hole  ga laxy  of m e d ie v a l  ty p es :  r e d a c t io n s  
of c l a s s i c a l  m yth o logy , fabliau., s e r m o n  ex e m p la ,  and the V ulgate;  
and the d ig r e s s io n s ,  of c o u r s e ,  from  the m e d ie v a l  e n cy c lo p ed ia s  of  
natu ra l s c ie n c e .
To sp eak  of ro m a n c e  a l le g o r y  is  n e c e s s a r i l y  to think of the  
R om an de la  R o s e ,  and th e r e  can be l i t t le  doubt that the f ig u r e s  of  
the L o v er  and G enius a r e  d e r iv e d ,  h ow ever  in d is t in c t ly ,  fro m  that  
w ork. In the c a s e  of the L o v e r ,  the con n ection  is  p a r t ic u la r ly  r e ­
m ote; he has grow n old; for h im  the garden  is  w ith ered ,  the r o s e  
cannot be  p lucked . He is  ra th er  the L o v er  as s e e n  by Jean  de Meun  
than by .G uillaum e de L o r r i s .  Jean  de M eun's unrom antic  v ie w  of  
l i f e  m a y  even  have  h e lped  to age  h im  in the E n g lish  p o e t 's  m ind. In 
any c a s e ,  although co u rt ly  h e r o e s  abounded in r o m a n c e  l i t e r a tu r e ,  
th e r e  w e r e  ac tu a lly  only a few  m o r e  or l e s s  a l l e g o r ic a l  r e p r e s e n t a ­
t ion s  of the L over  from  w hich  Gower m igh t have  ch osen; and s in c e  
he w as v e r y  fa m il ia r  w ith the R om an de la  R o s e , as the c a s e  of 
Genius p r o v e s ,  it i s  r e a s o n a b le  to con c lud e  that the in it ia l  con cep t  
of the c h a r a c te r  c a m e  from  the s a m e  so u r c e .  It w as not m u ch  to
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s ta r t  w ith , h o w e v e r ,  and the r e s t - - t h e  f ig u ra l  r e a l i s m  of the L o v e r ,  
h is  dep en d en ce  on G ow er's  p e r s o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e - - a r e  the prod u cts  
of the p o e t 's  own im ag in a tion , a fac t  to w hich  he  s e e m s  to a t te s t  by  
g iv in g  the ch a r a c te r  h is  own n a m e , .without, at the s a m e  t im e ,  l e s s e n ­
ing the a l l e g o r ic a l  and f ig u ra l  s ig n if ic a n c e  of h is  invention .
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As for G enius, Gower o w es  the R om an de la  R o se  a far 
greater, debt. In the p r e v io u s  chap ter  I r e f e r r e d  to the lon g  d ia l ­
ogue w hich  ta k es  p la c e  b etw een  G enius and N atu re  in the p art of  
the R om an w r it ten  by Jean  de Meun, and th e r e  s u g g e s te d  that Gower's  
C o n fe ss o r  w as a com b in ation  of the two c h a r a c t e r s ,  as  w e l l  as  s o m e ­
thing m o r e - - t h e  e lev a t io n  of the s y n th e s i s  to the l e v e l  of a l le g o r y ,  
a l e v e l  to w hich  G enius, in the R om an i.de la  Rose,, had not r e a l ly  
a s p ir e d .  In the F r e n c h  p o em , h is  function  w as s im p ly  to be  one  
m o r e  o f  the m o u th p ie c e s  through w hich  Jean  de Meun, who did not 
u n derstan d  v e r y  w e l l  the m ethod  of a l l e g o r ic a l  w r it in g ,  cou ld  e x p r e s s  
h is  v ie w s  on a h ost  of s u b je c ts .  As an entity  he had no e x i s t e n c e ,  
a l l e g o r ic a l  or o th e r w is e .  H e w a s ,  in h is  g e n e r a l  attitude and in the  
tone of h is  o b s e r v a t io n s ,  m e r e ly  another v e r s io n  of F r ie n d ,  or  
R e a s o n - - i n  other w o r d s ,  of Jean  de M eun. T his  tr e a tm e n t  c e r ­
ta in ly  w a r r a n ts  E. C. K now lton's co n c lu s io n  that, in J e a n 's  hands,  
the f ig u r e  w hich  f i r s t  P la to  and, m u ch  la t e r ,  A lan  de L i l le  had c o n ­
c e iv e d  of as  "the august o ther s e l f  and c o n fe s s o r  of N ature , who is  
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God's v ic a r ,  " had b een  c o n s id e r a b ly  d eb a sed .  ! It is  not p o s s ib l e ,
however, to a g r e e  e n t ir e ly  w ith h is  further  a s s e r t io n  co n cer n in g
G o w er 's  v e r s io n  of the C o n fe ss o r :
. . . d e s p ite  h is  /  the C o n fe s so r  in the C o n fe s s io  
A m antis7  s o le m n  b ea r in g ,  he w as  l e s s  im p r e s s iv e  
than h is  p r e d e c e s s o r  /  in the R om an  de la  R o s e /  
b e c a u s e  the la t t e r ,  d e g e n e r a te  though he w as  in
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c o m p a r iso n  to A la n 's  G enius, s t i l l  betokened  a  
noble a n c e s tr y .  G o w er 's  Genius w a s  an e v e r y  day  
so r t  of p erso n .®
G o w er 's  G enius i s ,  as  w e have  a lr ea d y  d e s c r ib e d  h im , in m any w ays  
a ra th er  pom pous p ed agogu e , and in th is  s e n s e  he is ,  no doubt, an 
" e v e r y d a y  s o r t .  ]' He la c k s  the grand s ty le  in h is  m a n n er .  N e v e r ­
t h e l e s s ,  though the "noble a n ces try "  i s  m is s in g ,  he is  s t i l l  a m o s t  
im p r e s s iv e  f ig u re  in h is  own right; as w e have se e n ,  h is  r o le  as  
p r ie s t  of n ature  has been  in m a n y  w ays  en la rg ed . Indeed, the w hole  
s tr u c tu r e  of the C o n fe s s io  A m antis  h in ges  on h is  p r e s e n c e :  h is  e v e r y  
day tone of v o ic e ,  h is  s e n s ib le  w ay of look ing at th in gs ,  p lay  an i m ­
portant part in m ak in g  the lon g  d ia logue b etw een  h im  and the L over  
s e e m  r e la t iv e ly  natural; and that, in its  turn, i s  the c h ie f  r e a s o n  for  
the s e n s e  o f  continu ity  that p e r m e a te s  the C o n fe s s io  A m a n t i s . Can 
the s a m e  b e  sa id  of the f ig u r e  as Jean  de Meun co n c e iv e d  of h im ?
The a n sw er  is  an em phatic  no. The F r e n c h  p o e t 's  habit of la u n ch ­
ing  h is  c h a r a c te r s ,  including G enius , on long , often  s a t ir i c  m o n o lo ­
g u e s ,  u tter ly  d is co n n ec ted  fro m  the su b jec t  at handandunantic ipated  
by even  the th in n est  of s t y l i s t i c  p r e te x ts ,  is  one of the m a in  r e a s o n s  
why the seco n d , lon ger  part of the R om an de la  R o se  i s  a s tru c tu ra l  
ru in . In the C o n fe ss io  A m a n tis ,  th is  habit, to w hich  G ow er w as  h im -
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s e l f  in c l in ed ,  is  d e c id e ly  ch eck ed . In fu rth er in g  th is  s tr u c tu r a l  c o n ­
s id e r a t io n ,  h o w e v er ,  G ow er by no m e a n s  d eb ased  the con cep t  of
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G enius . The function  of the p r ie s t  has c e r ta in ly  b een  changed , but 
h is  s ig n if ic a n c e  is  ra th er  en la rg ed  than o th e r w is e ,  In the R om an  
de la  R o s e , the d ia lo g u e ,  if  one can c a l l  it that, b etw een  G enius and 
N atu re ,  and la t e r ,  G enius' s e r m o n  to L o v e 's  b a ro n s ,  a r e  tru e  d i ­
g r e s s i o n s - - t w o  am ong m a n y - -w h e th e r  w e c o n s id e r  them  w ith e ith er  
the "natural" or the " sy m m e tr ic a l"  idea  of s tr u c tu r e  in m ind . G enius  
h im s e l f ,  although he is  N a tu r e 's  c o n f e s s o r ,  n e v e r  r e a l ly  fu lf i l l s  h is  
function. N a tu re ,  it  i s  t ru e ,  k n e e ls  at h is  a lta r ,  but on ly  to b u rs t  
into a lon g  m on o lo g u e  on su b jec ts  m o r e  or l e s s  ap perta in in g  to her
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rule. As for the c o n f e s s o r ,  h is  s o le  p u rp o se  in fu r th er in g  the s to r y  
is  to p e r fo rm  that b it of lo v e  p arod y  of r e l ig io u s  c e r e m o n y  w hich  in ­
v o lv e s  pardoning the b a r o n s .  In a w ord, th e r e  is  l i t t l e  con n ection  
b etw een  h is  fun ction s in the F r e n c h  poem  and the E n g l ish  one. Yet,  
as w e h a v e  s e e n ,  G ow er ow ed  Jean  de Meun m u ch  m o r e  than the  
C o n fe s s o r ' s  n a m e. His debt, if  w e  can m ak e  th is  d is t in c t io n  c l e a r ,  
w as to the outlook  of the m an  m o r e  than to h is  w ork . Jean  de M eu n ’s 
p art of the R om an de la  R o se  w as  not G ow er's  s tr u c tu r a l  so u r c e  in 
any s ig n if ic a n t  w ay . But the s p ir i t  of the F r e n c h  poet w as u n q u estion ­
ably  an in sp ira t io n  to h im . The two m en  had a v e r y  g r e a t  d ea l in  
co m m o n . Both h eld  a d eep ly  m o r a l  attitude tow ard  m an  and s o c ie ty ;  
they  s h a red  a dim  v ie w  of the p r e s e n t  s ta te  of both; they  b e l ie v e d  
that the ju s t i f ic a t io n  of lo v e  w as to be found in n a tu r e 10 ra th er  than
187
the co u rt ly  code  w hich  each  u sed  a s  a l im ite d  m ea n s  ra th er  than an 
end; they  w e r e  both m en  of w ide lea rn in g  w h o se  in te r e s t s  co inc ided;  
and both w e r e  in te n se ly  c o n s c io u s  that it w as  their  m is s io n  as poets  
to in s tr u c t  and e lev a te  the ir  a u d ie n c e s .
With a ll  th e s e  s im i l a r i t i e s ,  th ere  w e r e  n e v e r t h e le s s  d if fe r e n c e s  
enough b e tw een  the two: Jean de Meun w as by far the m o r e  s a t ir ic  of 
the p a ir ,  and the m o r e  re lu c ta n t  to a llo y  h is  d id actic  p u rp o se  with a 
m e a s u r e  of en terta inm ent;  he w as  even  l e s s  h u m a n ist ic  than Gower;  
he r e s e r v e d  h is  m o s t  ly r ic a l  p a s s a g e s  for d e s c r ip t io n s  of nature ,  
not su b jec t iv e  p a s s io n s ;  and he w as not at a l l  an a c c o m p lis h e d  s to r y  
t e l l e r .  Y et the m a n 's  id e a s ,  as he r e v e a ls  them  in h is  p o e try ,  w e r e  
fu e l to G o w er 's  im agination: the im p lic a t io n ,  how ever  in d is t in c t ,  
that Venus is  the serv a n t  of N ature  and that both m u st  at the la s t  
subm it to rea so n :  the co n v ic t io n ,  e x p r e s s e d  w ith m o r e  than usual  
v iv id n e s s ,  that a ll  the s o c ia l  o r d e r s  a r e  corrupt and that m an  has  
s tr a y e d  too far from  the d iv in e  plan for h is  sa lvation ; and, c e r ta in ly  
the fon d n ess  for in s e r t in g  o ra t io n s  o f  an en cy c lo p ed ic  a s  w ell as an 
e th ica l  kind.
T his  w as the raw  m a te r ia l  w hich  G ow er, m o r e  than a century  
la t e r ,  found so  m u ch  to h is  c o n s e r v a t iv e  ta s te .  But it acted  on him  
as  a s t im u la n t ,  not a s o u r c e .  He would u se  the id ea s  but not Jean  
de M eun's  e x p r e s s io n  of th em , and l e a s t  of a l l  the p r a c t ic a l ly
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s h a p e le s s  m o ld  in w hich they  had b een  c a s t .  If anything, Jean  
de M eun's poem  m u st  have s e r v e d  G ow er as an ex a m p le  of the way  
he should not w r ite  h is  own. He d oes  not even  r e fe r  to the F r e n c h  
poet for the en cy c lo p ed ic  m a te r ia l  that he u s e s .
In any c a s e ,  Gower w as to be a t e l l e r  of t a le s ,  w hich  Jean  
de Meun had not b een , and it w as th e r e fo r e  n e c e s s a r y  to d e v is e  
an o rg a n iz a tio n  into w hich  they  could  be f itted . G o w er 's  u se  of the  
techn ique of d ia logu e  w a s ,  as noted , the b eg inn ing  of h is  so lution; it 
r e m a in s  to be d e term in e d  w hether  G ow er w as indebted to any p a r ­
t icu la r  s o u r c e  for the idea  of it.
The u se  of d ia logue in m e d ie v a l  l i t e r a tu r e  w a s ,  of c o u r s e ,  by  
no m ea n s  confined  to n a r r a t iv e  g en re .  M anuals of in s tru c t io n ,  
s c h o la s t ic  t r e a t i s e s ,  debate  p o e m s ,  and lo v e  a l l e g o r ie s  a l l  m ad e  
use  of it. D iv e r s e  as th is  m a te r ia l  w as  and fa m il ia r  a s  s o m e  "of it 
undoubtedly w as to G ow er, it d oes  not p rov id e  us with anything lik e  
a m o d e l  for the p o e t 's  own co l loq u y . With s c a r c e ly  an ex cep t io n ,  
the seco n d  party  in the m a n u a ls  and the s c h o la s t ic  w r it in g s  w a s  a "yes  
m a n " - - a  m e r e  d e v ic e  to keep  a d is q u is it io n  m ov in g . The lo v e  a l ­
l e g o r i e s ,  including the R om an de la  R o s e ,  in v a r ia b ly  in vo lved  
so m e  action  and a grea t  dea l of d e s c r ip t io n  that w e r e  ex te r n a l  to the  
co n v e r sa t io n ,  as w e l l  a s  a m u lt ip l ic i ty  of c h a r a c te r s .  And as for  
the debate  p o e m s ,  they  w e r e  p r e c i s e ly  t h a t - - d e b a t e s - -'Which the
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c o n v e r s a t io n  in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis  is  not; in any c a s e ,  they  w e r e  
g e n e r a l ly  too l i v e ly  and co l lo q u ia l  to be to the so b er  G o w er 's  l ik in g .  
H is p oem  is  a tru e  c o n v e r s a t io n ,  with a d e f in ite  but n o n -a r g u m e n -  
ta t iv e  g iv e -a n d - ta k e  b e tw een  the s p e a k e r s ,  for  a ll  that the C o n fe s so r  
has m o s t  to sa y .  F u r th e r m o r e ,  what l i t t l e  p h y s ic a l  ac t io n  th e r e  is  
o c c u r s  on ly  at the b eg inn in g  and the end of the w ork . And, o n ce  it 
has begun, th e r e  is  no b r ea k  in the d ia logu e  until the conclud ing  l i n e s .  
The L o v e r ,  the n a rra to r  of the w ork , sp eak s  on ly  to the C o n fe s s o r ,  
and during their, c o n v e r sa t io n  he n e v e r  on ce  d e s c r ib e s  or even  
m e n tio n s  anything ex ter n a l  to ifc not even  the t im e  ofi day; nor  d oes  
any th ird  p e r s o n a g e  in terru p t w h ile  the two a r e  ta lk ing . To th e s e  
d e ta i l s ,  w e  should  add one m o r e :  one p arty  to the ta lk  is  unhappy 
and in n eed  of a d v ic e ,  and the other is  the a d v is o r ,  and, as it happens,  
an a l l e g o r ic a l  f ig u r e .  If the student of m e d ie v a l  l i t e r a tu r e  w e r e  
a sk ed  to n a m e  the one m o s t  im p ortan t  and w id e ly  rea d  w ork  that 
p red a ted  G o w e r 's ,  w hich  con ta in ed  m o r e  of the fo r e g o in g  c h a r ­
a c t e r i s t i c s  than any o th er ,  he w ould  be a lm o s t  bound to p r o p o se  
Boethius.' C o n so la tio n  of P h i lo s o p h y . The p a r a l le l  should  not be  
draw n too c l o s e l y ,  even  su pp osin g  that it  e x i s t s  at all; but at the  
s a m e  t im e ,  th e r e  is  s o m e  e v id e n c e  to su p p ort .a  r e a l ,  though vagu e  
c o n n ec t io n  b e tw een  the two c o l lo q u ie s  quite a s id e  from  the c o r r e s ­
p o n d en ces  in th e ir  g e n e r a l  o u t l in e s .  F o u r te e n th -c e n tu r y  England  
w as no e x ce p t io n  to the im m e n s e  in f lu en ce  w h ich  the C on so la tion
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ex e r te d  on E urope during the M iddle A g e s - - a  fac t  to w hich  C h a u cer 's  
tr a n s la t io n  and U sk 's  obvious b o rro w in g s  a t te s t .  Gowej1, of c o u r s e ,  
w as p e r fe c t ly  fa m il ia r  w ith  the w ork  and m en tion ed  its  author in 
both the C o n fe ss io  A m an tis  and the M irour de l 'O m m e .  ¥ e  m igh t  
exp ect  h im  to h ave  done so even  if "B oece"  had b een  l e s s  w e l l  known: 
the C o n so la t io n , w ith  its  kindly but lo fty  ton e , its  em p h a s is  on the  
t r a n s i to r in e s s  of a l l  m e r e ly  human e x p e r ie n c e ,  i ts  d i s c u s s io n  of f r e e  
w il l ,  i ts  not too erud ite  p h ilo so p h iz in g ,  w as bound to d elight a t e m p e r a ­
m en t su ch  as  G ow er 's .
W hatever in f lu en ce  B oeth iu s  m a y  have ex er ted  on the p o e t 's  
thought, it w as at m o s t  tan gen tia l.  In n e a r ly  a ll  of its  e s s e n t ia l s ,  
the co lloq u y  is  an e x c e l le n t  ex a m p le  of form  fo llow ing  function. We 
have to do w ith a c o n fe s s io n ,  a fter  a l l ,  and that faict a lone w ould  
accoun t for m o s t  of the c h a r a c t e r i s t ic s  of c o n v e r sa t io n  m en tion ed  
a b o v e - -p r o v id in g  a lw ays  that the author w as s tr iv in g  to g ive  the o v e r ­
a ll  d e s ig n  of the poem  a s e n s e  of unity, w hich  w as in fact  the c a s e .  
C on cern in g  the actual u se  of the sh r ift  as a l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e ,  the  idea  
w as G o w er 's  own, though the in troduction  of Genius a s  a c o n fe s s o r  
w as b o rro w ed , as p r e v io u s ly  noted , fro m  Jean  de Meun.
The C o n fe s so r ,  the  sh r if t ,  and the unconventional tr e a tm e n t  of 
the S even  D ead ly  S in s ,  a l l  in v o lv e  the u se  of a s o r t  of r e l ig io u s  
p a r o d y - - th a t  i s ,  the part of the r e l ig io n  of lo v e  that m im ic k e d
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C h r is t ia n  r itu a l .  It is  in te r e s t in g  to r e f l e c t  that no other E n g lish  
poet c a r r ie d  the parody  as  fa r ,  or in trod u ced  ;so m any inn ovations  
to it ,  as th is  m o s t  m o r a l  of m en . H o w ev er ,  h is  p u rp o se ,  in c o n ­
t r a s t  to the w r it in g s  of s o m e  of the contin en ta l au th o rs ,  w a s  not
I
s a c r i l e g i o u s - - a  point so  obv ious  that it r e q u ir e s  no fu rther  d i s ­
cus s ion .
Of t h e s e  q u a s i - r e l ig io u s  e le m e n ts  in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n t is ,  
the idea  of u s in g  the S e v e n  Eteadly S in s  us the one w hich  in vo lved  
the l e a s t  o r ig in a l  thought on G o w er 's  part. H is s o u r c e ,  in th is  
c a s e ,  con ta ined  a ll  the  b a s ic  m a te r ia l  " r e a d y -m a d e .  " But th is  
s o u r c e  w as  h is  own p rev io u s  w ork , the M.irour de l 'O m m e . ^  The  
c l o s e  p a r a l l e l s  b e tw een  the d iv is io n s  of that poem  and the e a r l ie r  books  
of the C o n fe s s io  A m antis  have b een  a lr e a d y  noted  in con n ection  with  
G ow er's  in c l in a tion  to depend l e s s  on th is  m a th e m a t ic a l  s y s t e m  as  
the la te r  w o rk  p r o g r e s s e d .  ^  It should  be r e m e m b e r e d ,  h o w e v er ,  
that for a l l  h is  im p r o v isa t io n s  on the m ethod  of subdiv id ing  w hich  he  
had h im s e l f  d e v is e d ,  he n ev er  d is c a r d s  the e s s e n t ia l  idea  that the  
S ev en  Deadly S ins a re  the s te p s  by w hich  the c o n fe s s io n  p r o c e e d s  as  
w e ll  as  the in c e n t iv e s  for the C o n fe s s o r 's  m any s t o r ie s .  As for the  
n eat,  f iv e - p a r t  su b d iv is io n s  of the s in s  in the M irour de l 'O m m e ,  
w h e re  th ey  a r e  used  in the C h r is t ia n  s e n s e ,  the id ea  is  a s  o r ig in a l  
with Gower as h is  la t e r ,  m o r e  ir r e g u la r  u se  of them  as e le m e n ts  in
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the r e l ig io n  of lo v e .  R e lig io u s  m an u a ls  of in s tru c t io n  had, of
c o u r s e ,  m ad e  u se  of the S even  Deadly Sins throughout the M iddle A g e s ,
a s ,  for e x a m p le ,  in the S o m m e d es  V ic e s  et d es  V e r tu s ,  the M anuel
d es  P e c h i e z , and the M iro ir  du M onde, not to m en tio n  the A yenbite
1 1of Inwyt, Handlyng Synne, and the  P a r s o n 's  T a le .  But although  
m an y of th es  e w ork s  in vo lved  e la b o r a te  s y s t e m s  of d iv id ing  and r e ­
d iv id ing  the cap ita l s in s ,  they  did not u se  anything l ik e  the s y m m e t r ic a l
>
d e s ig n  w hich  we find in G ow er's  M irour de l 'O m m e .  The p o e t 's  s y s te m
14has "no known analogue in d id actic  r e l ig io u s  l i t e r a tu r e .  " Of h is  
u se  of it, M acau lay  rem a rk ed :
This /  the M ir o u r / it  w il l  be se e n ,  is  a l i t e r a r y  
w ork  w ith  due conn ex ion  of p a r ts ,  and not a m e r e  
s tr in g  of s e r m o n s .  At the s a m e  t im e  it m u st  be  
sa id  that the d e s c r ip t io n s  of v i c e s  and v ir tu e s  are  
of su ch  inord inate  leng th  that the e f fec t  of unity  
w hich  should  be produced  by a w e l l  p lanned d e s ig n  
is  a lm o s t  c o m p le te ly  l o s t ,  and the book b e c o m e s  
v e r y  t i r e s o m e  to rea d . ^
A s it h appens , m e r e  m a th e m a tic a l  unity has n e v er  r e a l ly  con st itu ted  
s tr u c tu r a l  unity in a l i t e r a r y  w ork . It is  p r e fe r a b le ,  no doubt, to 
no s tr u c tu r e  at a l l ,  but that is  about the m o s t  that one can  say  for it.
It should  not s u r p r is e  us ,  then, that G ow er, in the l e s s  d id actic  in ­
sp ira t io n  of h is  E n g lish  p oem , should  have  abandoned the m e c h a n ic a l  
d e v ic e ,  as  w e have s e e n  that he did, in favor  of a m o r e  natural one.
G o w er 's  id ea  of p lac in g  a g rea t  v a r ie ty  of s t o r ie s  and in ­
s tr u c t iv e  d i s c o u r s e s  in the m outh of the C o n fe s s o r  h a s ,  l ik e  the
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c o n fe s s io n  i t s e l f ,  no l i t e r a r y  so u r c e .  The manuals of r e l ig io u s  and 
m o r a l  in s tru c t io n ,  the red a c t io n s  of b ib l ica l  s t o r i e s ,  the e n c y c lo p e d ia s ,  
c h r o n ic le s ,  f ic t ion a l accou n ts  of exploration, r o m a n c e s ,  adapations  
and tr a n s la t io n s  of c l a s s i c a l  w o r k s ,  b e s t ia r i e s ,  h a g io g ra p h ie s  - -  
the w hole h e te r o g e n e o u s  m a s s  of m e d ie v a l  l i t e r a tu r e  p rov id ed  a r ich  
s to r e  of s t o r ie s ,  ex em p la ,  a n e c d o te s ,  fa b le s ,  and m o r e  or l e s s  
factua l in form ation  from  which G ow er could  c h o o s e  the m a te r ia l  that 
he w ish ed  to u se .  And the C o n fe s s io  A m antis  con ta ins  m uch  of it, 
gods and g o d d e s s e s ,  knights and s a in t s ,  im p rob ab le  b e a s t s  and s ta r -  
c r o s s e d  lo v e r s .  Many of th e s e  sep a r a te  e le m e n ts  can be t r a c e d  to 
the V ulgate or Ovid or the e n c y c lo p e d ia s .  But th ere  w as no p r e c e d e n t  
for the way in which Gower con n ected  them  in h is  E n g lish  p o em . One 
m a y  d is c e r n  a r e a l  s tru c tu ra l re la t io n sh ip  b etw een , sa y ,  the w ork  of  
S e rca m b i and the C anterbury T a le s ,  but no su ch  an a logu es  m a y  be  
noted in the c a s e  of the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis .  C o lle c t io n s  of "framed"  
stories w e r e  a r a r i ty  in m e d ie v a l  l i t e r a tu r e ,  and of th o se  that did  
e x is t ,  such  as The Seven  S a g e s ,  a part of the M e ta m o r p h o s e s , and 
the A rabian  N igh ts ,  none had anything m o r e  in c o m m o n  with G o w er 's  
w ork  than the fact that they too w e r e  subject  to an o v e r a l l  d e s ig n .  The  
p oet's  u se  of s t o r ie s  as an in teg ra l part of the s tru c tu re  of h is  poem  
w as e n t ir e ly  h is  own idea; no m o d e l can be found for it.
F r o m  the fo reg o in g ,  it w il l  he s e e n  that G o w er 's  debt to other
au th ors  for  v a r io u s  e le m e n ts  of h is  poem  d oes  not extend to an 
in d eb ted n ess  for the s tr u c tu r e  i t s e l f .  The s u c c e s s e s  and fa i lu r e s  
in i t s  d e s ig n  a r e  the r e s u l t  of h is  own s u c c e s s e s  and fa i lu r e s  as a 
c r e a t iv e  poet.  On t h e s e  t e r m s ,  the s u c c e s s e s  un questionab ly  ou t­
w eigh  the fa i lu r e s :  the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  is  one of the v e r y  fe w  long  
p o e m s  in M iddle E n g lish  that m a in ta in s  a s e n s e  of continuity  from  
b eg in n in g  to end, w ithout depending on e ith er  a p u re ly  n a r r a t iv e  f o r ­
m a t  or on a s t e r i l e  s y s t e m  of g e o m e tr ic a l  b a la n ce .  The s o - c a l l e d  
d ig r e s s io n s ,  w h i le  d ig r e s s iv e  on the p art of the C o n fe s s o r ,  a r e  not 
u su a l ly  d ig r e s s io n s  w ith in  the con tex t  of the p o em , or at any ra te ,  
no m o r e  so than the s t o r ie s  that i l lu s tr a te  the v a r io u s  s in s .  A l l  is  
he ld  to g e th er  by the r e c ip r o c a l  n ature of the d ia lo g u e ,  and the a l t e r ­
nating  ton es  of the L o v e r 's  and the C o n fe s s o r ' s  v o i c e s .  H ow ever  
s ta t ic  it  m a y  s e e m  at t im e s ,  the p oem  n ev er  c e a s e s  to be the s to r y  
of a c o n fe s s io n  and a b so lu tion . But when one has sa id  th is  m uch,  
one m u st  s t i l l  adm it that the p oem  le a v e s  m u ch  to be d e s ir e d  with  
r e g a r d  to i t s  o v e r a l l  con cep tion . A g a in ,  a s l ig h t  d is t in c t io n  m u st  
be m ade; the fault is  not so  m u ch  w ith the d e s ig n  i t s e l f ,  a s  w ith  the  
m u lt ip l ic i ty  of G o w er 's  a im s .  Granting that m u lt ip l ic i ty ,  the poet  
d oes  w e l l  w ith  the d e s ig n .  The s e n s e  of continu ity  is  a lw ays  th e r e ,  
the p a r ts  of the p oem  hold togeth er;  but the fac t  r e m a in s  that the  
p arts  do not r e a l ly  build  tow ard  the fine  c l im a x  of the w ork . We have
s e e n  that Gower had that c l im a x  in m ind  from  the very f ir s t ;  the  
h o p e le s s n e s s  of the L o v e r 's  p a s s io n  and h is  w ithdraw al from  the  
cou rt of Venus have b een  p rep a red  fo r .  But what is  lack ing  in th is  
p rep a ra t io n  is  the s e n s e  of a d ra m a t ic  p r o g r e s s io n .  T h ere  is  no r e ­
la t ion  b etw een  the C o n f e s s £>.£•'s s t o r ie s  and le a r n e d  d is q u is i t io n s ,  and 
that t im e l e s s  m o m en t  of s e l f  ^knowledge that, of a ll  the p oem , m o s t  
d ir e c t ly  ap pea ls  to the m od ern  r e a d e r .  A c c u s to m e d  as w e a r e  to a 
c l a s s i c a l  idea  of art ,  we w ish  that a l l  the p o e m 's  p arts  had le d  up to 
it. But to want that m uch  is  to want another p o em , another p oet,  even  
another age . G ow er's  u t il itar ian  attitude tow ard s  art, h is  c o n v ic t io n  
that, w h atever  e l s e  it  w a s ,  its  ch ie f  function  w as to be the in s t r u ­
m en t  of m o r a l  in s tru c t io n ,  stood  im m o v a b ly  in the way of any e x ­
pecta t io n  w e m ight have of d r a m a t ic ,  as  d is t in g u ish ed  from  s tr u c tu r a l  
continu ity . Only w ithin the sc o p e  of h is  p e r s o n a l  e x p e r ie n c e  d o es  m an  
defea t  t im e; H am let is  a l l  of us, as  the c r i t i c s  sa y ,  b e c a u s e  he n ev er  
e s c a p e s  h is  ind iv idual e x p e r ie n c e s ;  so  it i s ,  in h is  u n a ssu m in g  way,  
w ith the L o v e r .  But when m an  look s  at the w orld  around h im , and 
d id a c t ic a l ly  at that, he b eg in s  to m ir r o r  the age  in w hich he l iv e s ;  so
v.
it  i s  w ith  the C o n fe s s o r  and h is  quaint c e r ta in t ie s .  And so  it i s ,  for  
the m o s t  part,  w ith G ow er. The s a m e  point of v ie w  w hich  could  
reg a r d  l i t e r a tu r e  as the v e h ic le  for o b jec t iv e  m o r a l  propaganda  
rath er  than as the e x p r e s s io n  of l i f e  as it is  ac tu a lly  e x p e r ie n c e d ,
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could  s e e  nothing w rong w ith c o m p e ll in g  a poem  to c a r r y  as m u ch  
e th ica l  fre ig h t  as it could  b ea r .  Thus, in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis ,  
G ow er cannot r e f r a in - - w h y  should h e ? - - f r o m  c r i t ic i z in g  s o c ie ty ,  
ed ucating  h is  p e e r s  in a c a d e m ic  d i s c ip l in e s ,  r e je c t in g  the cod e  of  
co u r t ly  lo v e ,  d e ta il in g  the duties  of k in gsh ip , en terta in in g  and e d ify ­
ing the r e a d e r  w ith m o r a l  s t o r i e s ,  exp la in ing  the function of fr e e  
w il l ,  and g e n e r a l ly  ju s t i fy in g  the w a y s  of God to m a n - - a l l  th is ,  w h ile  
at the s a m e  t im e  he p r e s e n ts  us w ith the one th e m e ,  the death of lo v e ,  
w hich  s e e m s  to us , but not to h is  own age ,  a s  though it should have  
b een  the sum  of a ll  the other p a r ts .
T his v a r ie ty  of p u r p o se s ,  so  c h a r a c t e r i s t ic  of d id actic  l i t ­
e r a tu r e  in the M iddle A g e s ,  exp la in s  m u ch  of the f o r m l e s s n e s s  that 
u su a l ly  b e s e t s  such  w o r k s .  Gower s o lv e d  the p ro b lem  in the t e c h ­
n ic a l ,  but not the d r a m a t ic ,  s e n s e  of s tr u c tu r a l  continuity . At that, 
h is  a c c o m p lish m e n t  is  a m uch  m o r e  c o n s id e r a b le  one than is  g e n e r a l ­
ly  su pp osed . A m ong the lo n g er  w ork s  of d id actic  l i t e r a tu r e  w hich  
w e r e  w r it te n  b e tw een  the fifth  and the s ix te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  (and of 
w hich , in th e ir  d if feren t  w a y s ,  The C o n so la tio n  of P h ilo so p h y ,  the  
R om an de la  R o se ,  and P i e r s  the P lo w m a n  a r e  a r c h e ty p e s ) ,  on ly  the  
D iv in e  C om ed y  a ch ie v ed  a p e r fe c t  s y n th e s i s  of d id actic  and d ra m a tic  
a im s .  Qf a ll  the  r e s t ,  not one ranks aboye the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  
in the r e a s o n a b le n e s s  and unity of its  d es ig n .
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b o o k s,  h ow ever ,  Gower not only d e le te s  m any of th o se  that had a p ­
p ea red  in the M irou r , but inven ts  new  ones as  w e ll .
"^"Genius as an A l le g o r ic a l  F ig u r e ,  " M LN , XXXIX (1924),
89.
8I b i d . , p. 90.
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W. L o r r is  and J. C lop in e l,  The R om ance  of the R o se ,
tra n s .  F .  S. E l l i s ,  II (J. M. D ent, London, n. d. ), ca p s ,  x c v i - i x .
^®In the c a s e  of Jean  de Meun, the p ro c r e a t io n  of 
ch ild ren  is  the s p e c i f ic  p u rp o se  that lo v e  s e r v e s ;  it is  for th is ,  
ra th er  than any sen t im en ta l  r e a s o n ,  that N ature ap p roves  the  
attack  on the c a s t l e  w h e re  B ia la c o i l  is  la n g u ish in g ,  and len d s  her  
support to the f o r c e s  of the L o v e r .  Gower s c a r c e ly  im p lie s  this  
p urpose; he v a lu e s  m a tr im o n y ,  but, c h i ld le s s  as he s e e m s  to 
have b een , he p r e fe r s  the g e n e r a l iz a t io n  that lo v e  is  s im p ly  
natural to any m o r e  p a rt icu la r  ju s t i f ic a t io n  of its  p ow er.
^ T h e  fr a m ew o rk  of the M irour is  not dependent only  
on the m a n u a l -o f -v ic e s -a n d -v ir tu e s  idea; it a ls o  u s e s  the l e v e l s  
of the s o c ia l  ord er  and a su m m a r y  of s c r ip tu r e  as the " fram es"  
on w hich  it b u ild s .
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12 The re la t io n sh ip  b e tw een  the su b d iv is io n s  of s in s  in 
the C o n fe s s io  and the M irour w as su ff ic ie n t ly  c l o s e  to p e r m it  
M acaulay  to u se  the fo r m e r  as p ro o f  of the la t t e r ' s  authorsh ip .  
W o r k s , I, x x x v i -v i i .
13 W. J. C ourthop e's  su g g e s t io n  that the grouping of 
the ta le s  in the C o n fe s s io  A m antis  around the Seven D eadly S in s  
"appears to be su g g e s te d  by R obert of Brunne" ^exclusively  is  one  
of m an y  unfounded s ta te m e n ts  that he m a k es  about the poet.  
H isto r y  of E n g lish  P o e t r y , I (New York, 1905), 314.
14 J. B. D w y e r ,  "G ow er's  M irour and its  F r e n c h  
S o u r c e s :  A R eexam ination  of E v id en ce ,  " SP , XLVIII (1951), 487.
^ W o r k s ,  I, l i i i .
/VI
GOWER: THE ST O R Y T E L L E R
In p r e v io u s  ch a p ters  the t e r m s  " story , " "ta le , " and "ex-  
em plum " have b een  applied  a r b i tr a r i ly  and without defin it ion  to 
the n a r r a t iv e s  w hich  G ow er r e l a t e s .  S in ce  th is  chapter  is  s p e ­
c i f i c a l ly  co n c e r n e d  w ith th e s e  n a r r a t iv e  units w ithin the poem  it 
s e e m s  a d v isa b le  to b eg in  w ith  su ch  a d ef in it ion ,  one for w hich any  
of t h e s e  t e r m s  m a y  stand. B r ie f ly ,  w e have to do h e r e  w ith  n a r ­
r a t iv e  art in its  p u r e s t  and, one m igh t add, its  s im p le s t  l i t e r a r y  
fo rm . As Gower co n p e iv ed  it ,  the ch ie f  c o n cer n  of the s t o r y - t a l e -  
exem p lu m  w as w ith the s to r y l in e  i t s e l f ,  the unfolding of a s e r i e s  
of co n n ected  a c t io n s .  A ll  the  appendages - -a m p lif ic a t io n ,  d i ­
g r e s s io n ,  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n ,  d e s c r ip t io n - -w h ic h  in one form  are  
r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  of m e d ie v a l  r o m a n c e  l i t e r a tu r e  and in another a re  
c h a r a c t e r i s t ic  of the m o d ern  sh ort  s to r y ,  have  l i t t le  to do with  
the ta le s  that w e sh a ll  find in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n t is .   ^ In each  
of th e s e  a s in g le  act ion  p lot  i s  the  im p ortant c o n s id e r a t io n ,  and 
su ch  e la b o r a tio n s  as c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  and d e s c r ip t io n  m ak e  th e ir  
a p p ea ra n ce  on ly  to the extent that they  d ir e c t ly  a ffec t  the plot.
Such s t o r ie s  too often  lend  th e m s e lv e s  to the danger of being
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m e r e ly  ancedota l.  S o m e t im e s  Gower e s c a p e s  that danger , s o m e ­
t im e s  not. But even  when he d o e s ,  h is  s to r ie s  a re  u sua lly  too  
stra igh tfow ard  in both plot d eve lopm en t and th em e to appeal v e r y  
much to the m od ern  te m p era m en t .  So m u ch  the w o r s e ,  one is  tem p ted  
to sa y ,  for the m od ern  tem p era m en t;  for the gen re  to w hich  the ta le s  
of Gower b elon g , the d ir e c t  d escen d an t of the o ld er  fo r m s  of m yth  
and fa b le ,  has its  own ch arm  as w e l l  as its  own high standards of  
p er fo rm a n ce ;  and when our poet is  m e a s u r e d  by th o se  s tand ard s ,  
he e m e r g e s ,  as w il l  be se e n ,  as a s to r y te l le r  of the f i r s t  o rd er .
B e fo r e  we p r o c e e d ,  h o w e v er ,  a further r e m a r k  is  req u ired  
h e r e  co n cern in g  the u se  of the te r m  ex em p lu m . It r e p r e s e n t s  the
one m o d if ic a tio n  of the defin it ion  a lr e a d y  s e t  forth . The s t o r ie s ,
/ /
s im p le  and d ir e c t  as they  a r e ,  a re  m ean t to i l lu s tr a te  v a r io u s
m o r a ls ,  and in th is  s e n s e  they a r e  not to ld  for th e ir  own sake.
H o w ev er ,  the m o r a ls  in the C o n fe s s io  A m antis  a re  in troduced  by
the C o n fe sso r  at the beginning and end of each  s to r y  in the form  of
b r ie f  s e r m o n s .  They m a y  d ir e c t  the c o u r s e  of G ow er's  n a r r a t iv e
and m a y  in f lu en ce  the p o e t 's  adaptations of h is  so u r c e  m a te r ia l
but a lm o s t  n ever  do th ey  appear as in terrup tions  in the n a r r a t iv e
i t s e l f .  In h is  u se  of th is  type of d es ig n ,  the poet w as in f lu en ced
un m istakab ly  by the conven tion s  of pulpit l i t e r a tu r e  w hich  w e r e
2t h e m s e lv e s  d escen d ed  from  an o ld er  r h e to r ic a l  trad it ion . A c c o r d ­
ing to th is  convention , the se r m o n  and the exem plum  w e r e  the two
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parts  of a s in g le  unit. In v ie w  of it s  in f lu en ce  on G ow er, one m ight  
argu e  that the p o e t 's  t a le s  should  not be d i s c u s s e d  as autonom ous  
n a r r a t iv e s  any m o r e  thap, for e x a m p le ,  C h a u ce r 's  ex em p lu m  of the  
th r e e  r io te r s  in s e a r c h  of D eath  should be d is c u s s e d  independently  
of the P a r d o n e r 's  s e r m o n  w hich p r e c e d e s  it . H ow ever ,  in the  
p r e s e n t  c a s e  enough ha.s b een  sa id  in p r e v io u s  ch a p ters  to in d ica te  
the context in w hich  G ow er's  s t o r ie s  a re  p r e s e n te d  and the kind of 
p ron ou ncem en ts  that the C o n fe sso r  m a k e s  about th em . H e r e  we  
w ill  be c o n cer n e d  w ith the e x em p la  as i l lu s tr a t io n s  of the p o et 's  
n a r r a t iv e  tech n iq u e , not as i l lu s tr a t io n s  of the s e r m o n s  w ith  w hich  
they  a r e  in trodu ced  by G enius . And the m o r a ls  of th e s e  s t o r ie s ,  
in s tea d  of being  c o n s id e r e d  as in teg ra l p arts  of the n a r r a t iv e s ,  w il l  
be d is c u s s e d  in t e r m s  of th e ir  in f lu en ce  on G o w er 's  adaptations of  
h is  s o u r c e s .
A few  w ord s  a r e  in ord er  h e r e  co n cer n in g  the extent of what 
is  known of the p o e t 's  s o u r c e s .  At p r e s e n t  th is  d oes  not am ount  
to v e r y  m u ch  for s e v e r a l  good r e a s o n s :  fro m  the e v id e n c e  that is  
av a ila b le  it  would s e e m  that the poet w as unusually  e c le c t ic  in h is  
b o rro w in g s;  apparen tly  he Used not on ly  d if fere n t  s o u r c e s  for d if ­
fere n t  s to r ie s  but often  s e v e r a l  s o u r c e s  for  a s in g le  s to ry .  A ls o ,  
although in m o s t  c a s e s  the o r ig in a l  v e r s io n s  of h is  s t o r ie s  a re  
known, v e r y  few  a ttem p ts  have b een  m ad e  to d e te r m in e  the exact
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v e r s io n  or v e r s io n s  that he used . The sub jec t  is  co m p lica ted  by- 
s t i l l  another factor:  not only  w as the poet v e r y  f r e e  in h is  m eth ods  
of adaptation, but in the c a s e  of s o m e  s t o r ie s  he m a y  v e r y  w e ll  
have r e l ie d  on nothing but h is  m e m o r y  for the m a te r ia l  that he used .
A s one would ex p ect ,  M acau lay  is  the ch ie f  authority  for what
3
i s  known of G ow er's  s o u r c e s .  But even  without con su lt in g  h is  n o tes  
on the su b jec t ,  the re a d e r  would soon  con clude from  a p e r u s a l  of 
the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  that Ovid w as the m o s t  frequ en t in sp ira t io n ,  
e ith er  d ir e c t  or in d ir e c t ,  of the p o e t 's  s t o r i e s .  The o r ig in a ls  of 
s o m e  tw enty  im p ortan t ta le s  can be found in the M eta m o rp h o ses  
and th e r e  a r e  a few  o th ers  that a r e  d e r iv e d  from  the H e ro id es  and 
F a s t i .  E qually  obv ious  is  the im p o rta n ce  of the B ib le  in G ow er's  
adaptations. F i f te e n  m ain  s t o r ie s  have th e ir  o r ig in s  in the V ulgate.  
M acau lay  c r e d i t s  B en o it  de Saint-.ktaur e ' s  R om an de T ro ie  with  
b ein g  the m a in  s o u r c e  of another eight m ajor  t a le s ,  with c er ta in  
d e ta i l s  in them  b ein g  attr ibutab le  to the H is to r ia  T rojana of Guido 
d e l le  C olonne. A s id e  from  th o se  m o s t  freq u en tly  nam ed  w o rk s ,  
M acau lay  finds a n a lo g u es ,  if  not the so u r c e s ,  for m any of G ow er's  
other s t o r ie s  in a w ide v a r ie ty  of m e d ie v a l  w o rk s:  The Seven  S ages  
of R o m e , G odfrey  of V ite r b o 's  P a n th eo n , the L egen d a  A urea ,  
N ich o la s  T r iv e t 's  A n g lo -N o r m a n  C hron iq ues, the R om an de Tout 
C h e v a le r ie ,  the G esta  R om anorum , the S e c r e ta  S e c r e to r u m , as
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w e l l  as C h a u cer 's  L egen d  of Good W om en and the B ook of the D u c h e s s .
T his  l i s t  is  by no m e a n s  c o m p le te ,  but it w i l l  su ff ic e  to in d ica te  the
v a r ie ty  of p o s s ib i l i t i e s  that h ave  b een  p ro p o sed .
A few  s c h o la r s  have a lr ea d y  added to M acau lay 's  s u g g e s t io n s
in p a r t icu la r  in s ta n c e s .  The W orks had not b een  long  p u b lish ed  when
G eorge  L. H am ilton  p ro p o sed  c e r ta in  m o d if ic a t io n s  co n cern in g
G o w er 's  u se  of both the R om an de T r o ie  and the S e c r e ta  S e c r e to r u m .
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In the fo r m e r  c a s e ,  H am ilton  a ttem p ted  to l ink  G ow er's  w ork  to 
a h yp oth e tica l ,  en la rg ed  T r o y -b o o k  w hich , he argued , had s in c e  
b een  lo s t .  M acau lay  had r e m a r k e d  on the ex ce p t io n a l p o w e r s  of  
adaptation d isp la y ed  by the E n g lish  poet in h is  u se  of B e n o it ' s  o r i g i ­
nal. S om e of G ow er's  ch an ges  he had exp la ined  by a s su m in g  that the  
p oet w as fa m il ia r  with, but l e s s  fond of, Guido d e l le  C o lon n e's  
v e r s io n  of the T roy  s to ry .  H am ilton , on the other had, b e l ie v e d  
that G o w er 's  w ork , l ik e  Konrad von W u rzb u rg 's  T r o ja n e r k r ie g  and 
the M iddle E n g lish  S eeg e  of T r o y e ,  w a s  d e r iv e d  n e ith er  from  B en oit  
de S a in te -M a u re  nor from  Guido delle. C olonne but from  the lo s t  
v e r s io n  of the T r o y -b o o k  m en tion ed  above. By way of ev id e n c e  he  
c ite d  c e r ta in  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s  in the w orks of Konrad and G ow er.
H is co n c lu s io n  w as  that G ow er had adapted h is  T roy  s t o r ie s  from  
a w ork  that is  lo s t  to us.
5
In another a r t ic le ,  H am ilton  a lso  co m m en ted  on G o w er 's  use  
of the S e c r e ta  S e c r e to r u m  w hich M acaulay  had su g g e s te d  as the
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p o s s ib l e  s o u r c e  of "The P agan  and the Jew " s to r y  in B ook  VII. 
A cco rd in g  to H a m ilto n 's  v ie w ,  G ow er had at hand not on ly  a Latin  
tex t  of the S e c r e ta  S e c r e to r u m  but a ls o  the F r e n c h  tra n s la t io n  by  
J o fro i  de W atreford .
M ore c o n c lu s iv e ,  p erh a p s ,  than e ith er  of H am ilton 's  a r t ic le s  
is  one by L e w is  T horpe w hich  accou n ts  for the s o u r c e  of th r e e  of  
G ow er's  t a l e s . ^  In h is  n o te s ,  M acaulay  had d es ig n a ted  The Seven  
S a g es  of R om e as the s o u r c e  of two of t h e s e  n a r r a t iv e s ,  " V irg il 's  
M irror"^  and the "T ale  of the King and the S tew a rd 's  W ife, " both  
in B ook  V. F o r  another s to r y ,  "The F a l s e  B a c h e lo r ,  " in the secon d  
book, M acau lay  had not p rov id ed  a s o u r c e .  T horpe has d is c o v e r e d  
not only  that the s to r y  of "The F a l s e  B a ch e lo r"  is  to be found in a 
se q u e l  to The S even  S a g es  en tit led  L e  R om an de M arques de R om e  
but a ls o  that the s a m e  w o rk  con ta in s  the other two s t o r ie s  as  w e ll .
It s e e m s  p la u s ib le ,  then, to con c lu d e  that it w as L e  R om an de  
M arqu es de R om e ra th er  than The S ev en  S a g es  from  w hich  Gower  
b o rro w ed  a ll  th r e e  t a le s .
In con n ection  w ith G o w er 's  u se  of O vid, N orm an  C allan  has  
w ritten  an a r t ic le  w hich , in p art,  c o n c e r n s  that su bject .  U sin g  
the P y r a m u s  and T h isb e  s to r y ,  he c o m p a r e s  the tech n iq u es  of 
G ower and C haucer in r e t e l l in g  the O vidian  ta le .  M acaulay  had 
p ro p o sed  that G ow er p robab ly  r e c a l le d  the s to r y  fro./: O vid 's
205
M e ta m o r p h o se s  but without having that w ork  b e fo r e  him  as  he w rote .
C allan , on the other hand, s u g g e s t s  that Gower w ro te  "from a r e c o l -
/  -8
le c t io n  of C haucer , Ovid, and p erh ap s  the O vide M o r a l is e .  " But 
granting  th is  com b in ed  r e c o l le c t io n ,  C allan  g o es  on to r e m a r k  on 
the c o n s id e r a b le  o r ig in a lity  that Gower d isp la y s  throughout h is  v e r ­
s ion  of the legen d .
One other co m m e n ta r y  of s o m e  im p o rta n ce  has a b ea r in g  on 
the su b jec t  of G ow er's  s o u r c e s .  In her  unpublished d is s e r ta t io n ,
M a r ie  N e v i l le  has dea lt  with the in f lu en ce  of the V ulgate on the
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C o n fe ss io  A m a n tis .  But she a ls o  d ev o te s  m uch attention to a p o­
cryp h a l s t o r ie s  that do not appear in the m e d ie v a l  B ib le  but w hich  
w e r e  so w id e ly  known that it is  not a lw ays  p o s s ib le  to d e te r m in e  
e x a c t ly  w h ere  Gower found th em .
A ll of th e s e  c o m m e n ta to r s ,  from  M acaulay  to M iss  N e v i l le ,  
a g r e e  on one point: Gower d isp la y ed  a r e m a r k a b le  d e g r e e  of o r i g i ­
n a l ity  in the w ay he m anipulated  the m a te r ia l  he had b orrow ed .
A gain  and aga in  M acau lay  r e m a r k s  in h is  n otes  on the num ber of 
ch an ges  that Gower m ad e  in what w e r e  p r e su m a b ly  h is  s o u r c e s .  
C allan  d e s c r ib e s  the poet as b e in g  "as w ilfu l as any of h is  con -
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t e m p o r a r ie s ,  en larg in g  or im p orting  to su it  h is  own p u rp ose .  " 
Thorpe s a y s  that he " introduces c o n s id e r a b le  e laboration  of d e ta il ,  
s o m e  of it  con seq u en t on h is  r e fu s a l  to u se  d ir e c t  sp eech ,  " and "he
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s tren g th en s  c e r ta in  w eak  l ink s  in the e a r l ie r  n a r r a t iv e .  And
N e v i l le  d e s c r ib e s  the p o e t 's  tr e a tm e n t  of the V ulgate as by no m ea n s
l i t e r a l;  he r e a r r a n g e s  the ord er  of even ts  "to add f r e s h n e s s  to the
G ow erian  v e r s io n ,  " and r e a s s ig n s  the p arts  spoken  by the c h a r a c te r s
12or e m p h a s iz e s  m o r a ls  not s t r e s s e d  in the o r ig in a l .
On the b a s is  of the ev id e n c e  that t h e s e  s c h o la r s  h ave  p r o ­
v id ed , one can conclude w ith r e a so n a b le  c e r ta in ty  that Gower c o n ­
s i s t e n t ly  changed the d e ta i l s  and often  the e n t ire  outline  and th em e  
of the s to r ie s  w hich  he u sed , for r e a s o n s  w hich  w il l  sh o r t ly  be d i s ­
c u s s e d .  But it is  im p ortan t to note h e r e  the l im ita t io n s  of the  
e v id e n c e  that has thus far b een  p rodu ced . If w e c o n s id e r  only  the  
th r e e  m a in  s o u r c e s  from  w hich G ow er e ith er  d ir e c t ly  or in d ir e c t ly  
d er iv ed  h is  stories,, that i s ,  the T roy-book , the w ork s  of Ovid, and 
the V ulgate , w e a r e  ob liged  to con c lud e  that w e know v e r y  l i t t le  
about the exact  te x ts  w hich  Gower u sed , p a r t ic u la r ly  in the c a s e  
of the f i r s t  two m en tion ed . B en o it  de S a in te -M a u r e 's  R om an de 
T r o ie  had b een  su bjec ted  to n u m erou s  r e d a c t io n s ,  each w ith its  
own v a r ia t io n s ,  b e fo r e  G ow er ev er  c a m e  to it; and, a s  H am ilton  
has su g g e s te d ,  th e r e  is  s o m e  r e a s o n  to b e l ie v e  that the poet had  
know ledge of a v e r s io n  o f  the w ork  that haS b een  lo s t  to us.
A s for Ovid, he too underwent m any tr a n s la t io n s  and r e d -
13act io n s  in the c o u r s e  of the m e d ie v a l  c e n tu r ie s ,  during w hich  h is
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ta le s  w e r e  freq u en tly  m o r a l iz e d  or a l le g o r iz e d .  C allan  r e m a r k s  
on the p o s s ib i l i t y  that Gower w as to so m e  extent in f lu en ced  by the  
O vide M o r a l is e  as w e ll  a s  by Ovid and C haucer , but, having sa id  
as  m uch , he d oes  not bother to co m p a re  G ow er's  tr e a tm e n t  with  
the e a r l ie r  m e d ie v a l  r e d a c t io n - -w h ic h  is  v e r y  d if feren t  fro m  the 
c l a s s i c a l  orig ina l;  in s tea d ,  he co n fin es  h im s e l f  to a c o m p a r iso n  of  
G o w er 's  w ork  w ith that of C haucer and Ovid. A s id e  from  the p o s s i ­
b i l i ty  that the poet m a y  have used  a v e r s io n  of O vid 's  w ork  that has  
been lo s t ,  t h e r e  has b een  no r e a l  effort  m ad e  to co m p a r e  h is  own 
adaptation w ith th o se  other m e d ie v a l  v e r s io n s  of Ovidian m a te r ia l  
that have su rv iv ed .  In the fo llow in g  c o n s id e r a t io n  of ind ividual  
s t o r ie s  I sh a l l  m y s e l f  not h e s i ta te  to u se  the Latin  p o e t 's  o r ig in a l  
w ork  as  one of G ow er's  actua l s o u r c e s .  H ow ever ,  such  a c o m p a r iso n  
m u st  be  m ad e  with the ra th er  im portant r e s e r v a t io n  that G ow er m a y  
not have even  known of a tex t that conta ined  O vid's  s to r ie s  c o m p le te ly  
un adulterated . Even  if he did, the p o e t 's  own penchant for m o r a l  - 
iz a t io n  w ould have probably  led  h im  a ls o  to con su lt  one of the m o r a l ­
iz e d  v e r s io n s  of the c l a s s i c a l  w ork. B e s id e s ,  G ow er's  s e le c t io n  
of O vid 's  s t o r ie s  from  a num ber of h is  w ork s  could  as e a s i l y  s u g g e s t  
a m e d ie v a l  co m p ila t io n  of Ovidian ta le s  as it could  a thorough know ­
le d g e  on the E n g lish  p o e t 's  part of a ll  of the Latin  au th or 's  w o rk s .
As for G o w er 's  d ep en dence  on the V ulgate , it s e e m s  a m o r e
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c e r ta in  so u r c e  than e ith er  of the o th ers  m en tio n ed , and th e r e  is
no doubt that Gower knew the B ib le  w e l l  and r e f e r r e d  to it  often .
But it is  v e r y  p robable  that he had h ea rd  the s c r ip tu r a l  s t o r ie s  to ld
and r e - to ld  on m any o c c a s io n s  and not n e c e s s a r i l y  l i t e r a l ly ,  as
14e x em p la  w ithin  the con text of w r itten  and spoken  s e r m o n s .  And, 
as p r e v io u s ly  noted , our poet depended on a w ide ran ge  of p se u d o -  
B ib l ic a l  m a te r ia l  as w e l l .  It i s ,  then, im p o s s ib le  to adduce how m u ch  
of G ow er's  ta len t for " fr e s h n e s s "  in h is  own te l l in g  of the B ib l ic a l  
s to r ie s  is  r e a l ly  due to h is  in v e n t iv e n e ss  and how m u ch  to s o m e  
n o n -B ib l ic a l  and p o s s ib ly  o ra l  s o u r c e .
T his  p rob lem  of s o u r c e s  is  p r e s e n t  w h e n e v er  one s tu d ies  a 
m e d ie v a l  author; the fo r e g o in g  i s  in tended m e r e ly  to in d ica te  how  
l i t t le  has b een  done to s o lv e  it in the c a s e  of G o w er 's  ind iv idual  
t a le s ,  and how  n e c e s s a r y  it is  to r e a l i z e  that th e r e  m u st  a lw a y s  be  
r e s e r v a t io n s  c o n cer n in g  the d e g r e e  of the p o e t 's  unquestion ab le  
p o w ers  of adaptation. In the p ages  that fo l lo w  I w il l  a ttem pt to se t  
t h e s e  r e s e r v a t io n s  at the m in im u m  by a com b in ation  of m e a n s .
F o r  one th ing, the r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  s t o r ie s  that w il l  be d is c u s s e d  
w ill  b e  ch o sen  from  th o se  about w hich  th ere  is  the l e a s t  doubt c o n ­
cern in g  the p o e t 's  s o u r c e s .  F o r  an oth er , the m o d if ic a t io n s  that 
occu r  in G ow er's  v e r s io n s  w i l l  be exp la in ed , as far as p o s s ib le ,  
in t e r m s  of the p a r t icu la r  m o r a ls  that the s t o r ie s  s e r v e  to ex em p lify
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w ithin  the la r g e r  context of the p o em . And for a th ird , th e s e  m o d ­
i f ic a t io n s  w i l l  be id e n t i f ie d - -a g a in ,  as  far as p o s s i b l e - - w i t h  c er ta in  
g e n e r a l  th e m e s  and t r a i t s  that a r e  c h a r a c t e r i s t ic  of the author.
B e fo r e  c o n s id e r in g  th e s e  ind iv idual t a le s ,  h o w e v e r ,  a few  
g e n e r a l iz a t io n s  a r e  n e c e s s a r y  co n cer n in g  the w ay Gower u se s  the  
m an y s t o r ie s  in h is  p o em . ’It i s  ju st  as  w e l l  to be p rep a red  for what 
w e sh a ll  and sh a ll  not find in th em . To b eg in  with, the usual apology  
m u st  be m ad e  to the m o d ern  r e a d e r ’s ta s t e  in f ic t io n .  S tory  t e l l ­
ing, as Gower understood  it, i s  a l o s t  art; i ts  ex t in c t ion  can be  
t r a c e d  r e a d i ly  enough to the grad ual d isen ch a n tm en t  that has o c c u r ­
red  w ith r e g a r d  to the d id actic  and a rg u m en ta t iv e  v a lu e  of l i t e r a tu r e ,  
a d isen ch a n tm en t  of w hich  the N ew  C r it ic s  have b e c o m e  the m o s t  
a r t ic u la te  sp o k e sm e n .  W hether one a g r e e s  w ith a ll  th e ir  co n c lu s io n s  
or not, it is  fa ir  to sa y  that the two co n cep ts  of p lot and o b jec t iv e  
m o r a l  p u rp o se  w hich  w e r e  the m a in s ta y s  of e a r l ie r  n a r r a t iv e  have  
b een  s u p e r se d e d  by an e m p h a s is  on c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  and the d e ­
l in e a t io n  of ra t ion a l and em o tio n a l e x p e r ie n c e .  This  has b e c o m e  
so  m uch  the c a s e  that even  the la t t e r -d a y  fa ir y  ta le s  that ch ild ren  
r ea d  s e r v e  a d if fere n t  p u rp o se  than did the m S rch en  of y o r e ,  being  
d es ig n ed  for a th era p eu t ic  ra th er  than a d id actic  e f fec t .  Inev itab ly ,  
th is  c u rre n t  o r ien ta t io n  to in ter io r  m o t iv a t io n s  and n o n -r a t io n a l  
r e s p o n s e s  has not on ly  shaped  m o d ern  l i t e r a tu r e  but re sh a p ed  our
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understanding of the l i t e r a tu r e  of the p ast ,  M ilton would be d i s ­
m a y ed  to know what has been  done w ith h is  Satan; and no doubt 
C haucer h im s e l f  w ould  be b em u se d  to find that u n d ergrad u ates ,  a 
few  m onths after they  have rea d  h is  m o s t  fam ous w ork , re ta in  a 
c le a r  idea  of the W ife of Bath, the P a r d o n e r ,  the M i l le r ,  and the  
P r i o r e s s ,  but cannot r e m e m b e r  the ta le s  they  t e l l  (a lw ays e x c e p t ­
ing The M il le r ' s  T a le ) .
F r o m  a ll  that has b een  sa id  p r e v io u s ly ,  the r e a d er  w il l  r e a d ­
ily d i s c e r n  the point of th is  d is c u s s io n .  In Gower th e r e  is  l i t t le  
enough that su its  the m o d ern  ta s te ;  the L o v e r 's  s o r r o w s ,  a g l im p s e  
or two of in ter io r  e x p e r ie n c e  in so m e  of the t a le s ,  and that is  about 
a ll .  But the sa m e  d e fe n s e  that has b een  applied  to the g e n e r a l  c o n ­
cep t of h is  E n g lish  poem  can a ls o  be applied  to the indiv idual s to r ie s  
that it contains; to say  that th ey  a r e  r e p r e se n ta t iv e  of a lo s t  art is
not to say  that they  a r e  without art .  It is  a point that both M acaulay
15and W. P .  Ker have m ad e  b e fo r e ,  and w ith  e loq u en ce ,  but the
long  reputation  of the p o e t 's  pedantry , h is  su pp osed  s to d g in e s s ,  has
quite o v e r c a s t  h is  r e a l  p r e s e n c e  as the shaper of a w in te r 's  w orth
of often  m a r v e lo u s  s t o r ie s  that a r e  both g e n ia l ly  and p u rp o se fu lly
to ld . E ven  M acaulay , in d e s c r ib in g  G o w er 's  n a r r a t iv e  as  "a c le a r ,
if sh a l lo w , s t r e a m ,  r ipp ling  p le a sa n t ly  over  the s to n e s  and unbroken
by either  dam s or c a t a r a c t s " ^  is  a llow ing  h im s e l f  p erh ap s an un­
n e c e s s a r y  note of c o n d e sc e n s io n .  The s t o r i e s ,  the  b e s t  of them  at
l e a s t ,  a r e  by no m e a n s  a lto g e th er  lack in g  in depth or in te n s ity  of 
m ood  or unexpected  tw is t s  and tu rn s .  T h ere  a r e ,  b e s id e s ,  touches  
of iro n y , r e f in e m e n ts  of se n t im e n t ,  and a r e m a r k a b le  to le r a n c e  of 
attitude that a r e  not c o n s is te n t  with e ith er  n a iv e te  or pedantry .
The m e d io c r i ty  of G o w er 's  ta len t  has a ls o  b e c o m e  a b u ilt -  
in part of h is  reputation . M o d e r a te n e ss  w ould be a b e tter  w ord ,  
but granting  that d is t in c t io n  no one w ould  deny that th e r e  is  so m e  
ju s t i c e  to  su ch  an eva luation . D e s p i te  the la r g e n e s s  of h is  poem  
and the b lend ing  in it of m an y d ifferen t  e l e m e n ts ,  i t s  author la c k s  
the p an oram ic  v is io n  of Langland or the p s y c h o lo g ic a l  depth of 
C hau cer . He can be profound enough in h is  thought at t im e s  but 
not often . His is  the q u and ary  of a ll  w r i t e r s  who a ttem pt to fo llow  
the m id d le  way; in try in g  to obey the ru le  of m e a s u r e ,  of b a la n ce ,  
the e f fe c ts  they  u se  often  c a n c e l  each  other out. Thus G o w er 's  
g r a v e  m o r a l  p u rp o se  i s  s o m e t im e s  d ilu ted  by the c o n cu rre n t  w ish  
to en ter ta in ,  and h is  t e m p e r a te n e s s  i s  o c c a s io n a l ly  at odds w ith  
the h a rd ly  t e m p e r a te  su b jec t  of lo v e .  The v e r y  s m o o th n e s s  of 
h is  s ty le  at t im e s  g iv e s  too even  a tone to m a tter  that n eed s  m o r e  
d ra m a tic  tr e a tm e n t .  T h ere  is  m uch  that is  b o u r g e o is  about Gower  
he is  a m a s te r  at c r e a t in g  the e ffec t  of pathos but he d oes  not 
understand  tragedy; h is  e a r n e s t  w is h  to keep  the n arrow  path  
b etw een  the e x tr e m e s  of f l e s h  and sp ir i t ,  nature and r e a s o n ,  r e s u l t
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in an e v e n n e s s  of m ood  that is  so m eth in g  l e s s  than we ex p ect  of our 
g r e a te s t  p o e t s .
H o w ev er ,  when w e have granted  th is  n o t -a lw a y s -w e lc o m e  
m o d e r a te n e s s ,  the fact  r e m a in s  that at l e a s t  part of the g en era l  
im p r e s s io n  of G ow er's  s im p lic i ty  is  b a sed  on h is  u se  of .techniques  
that a r e  th e m s e lv e s  "simple" but w hich  he n e v e r th e le s s  used  with  
a d r o itn e s s  and so p h is t ica t io n .  Nothing is  l e s s  n a iv e  than the i m ­
p r e s s io n  of n a iv e te  c o n s c io u s ly  s tr iv e n  for and s u c c e s s f u l ly  a ch ie v ed ,  
and a fa ir  c a s e  can be m ade for Gower in that r e s p e c t .  He ch o se  
to w r ite  the C o n fe ss io  A m antis  in o c to sy l la b ic  c o u p le ts ,  a v e r s e  
form  as u n assu m in g  and p o e ten t ia l ly  m onotonous as one could  think  
of; yet w ith  it he a c c o m p lish e d  m o r e  than any E n g lish  poet has even  
attem p ted  s in c e .  He w as im bued w ith  the s e r m o n iz e r ' s  con v ic tion  
that a m o r a l  ta le  m u st  be told s im p ly  and c le a r ly :
Of what m a t ie r e  it s c h a l  be told,
A ta le  lyk eth  m anyfo ld
The b e tr e  if  it be spoke p le in .
(CA, VII, 521-23. )
But he could  be as in tr ic a te  in h is  m eth od s  of s im p li f ic a t io n  as  
o th ers  in th e ir  use  of orn am en t. When one c o n s id e r s  the d iv e r s i ty  
of the p o e t 's  s o u r c e s  and the l i t e r a r y  habit of d ig r e s s iv e n e s s  so  
c h a r a c te r is t ic  of the age  (which Gower has b een  a c c u s e d  of often  
enough in the la r g e r  s tr u c tu r e  of h is  p oem ), the ta le s  th e m s e lv e s  
a r e  the m o r e  r e m a r k a b le  for the s tr a ig h tfo r w a r d n e ss  w ith w hich
they  a r e  p r e se n te d .  The F r e n c h  p oets  of the p rev io u s  cen tu ry  had 
d eve lop ed  the s a m e  sm o o th n e s s  of s ty le ,  ^  but r a r e ly  had it been  
a cco m p a n ied  by a n  equal d ir e c t n e s s  of n a r r a t iv e  seq uence; the epic  
trad ition  had had that but without the p o lish e d  and dependable  c r a f t s ­
m a n sh ip .  In the ta le s  in the C o n fe ss io  A m an tis  the d ir e c t n e s s  of 
s ty le  and the d ir e c tn e s s  of plot d ev e lo p m en t  a r e  happily com b in ed .  
T hey a re  the r e s u l t  of a h igh ly  d eve lop ed  s e n s e  of s e le c t iv i t y  on 
G ow er's  part,  not an in c id en ta l  byproduct; of an outlook e s s e n t ia l ly  
sh a llo w  and u n im ag in a tive .  In a w ord, the s t o r ie s  a re  not unworthy  
e x a m p les  of "the art that c o n c e a ls  art .  "
Enough has been  sa id  in p rev io u s  ch a p ters  about the tw ofold  
p u rp o se  of G o w er 's  poem  not to n e c e s s i t a t e  a d i s c u s s io n  of it  h e r e .
It s u f f ic e s  to r e m a r k  that the p o et 's  in tention  to p rod u ce  a w ork  of  
l i t e r a r y ,  not m e r e ly  d id a c t ic ,  v a lu q  one that w ould in s tru c t  as it 
en ter ta in ed , m u st  a ls o  be app lied  to h is  s e le c t io n  and trea tm en t  of 
each  s e p a r a te  ta le .  In t h e s e  s t o r ie s  the p o e t 's  au d ien ce  m igh t take  
what p le a s u r e  it would, but the author had no n eed  to a p o lo g iz e ,  as  
C haucer did, for the a b s e n c e  of a m o r a l  in any of th em .
Many of G ow er's  t a le s ,  though by no m ea n s  a ll  of th em , had 
b een  m o r a l  enough b e fo r e  he ever  in co r p o r a te d  th em  into the d e s ig n  
of the C o n fe ss io  A m a n t is .  But as often  as not, the m o r a l  that he  
gave  to them  w as quite d if fere n t  from  the one th ey  had p r e v io u s ly
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b een  g iven . Thus, in the s ix th  book (975-1150), the poet c h o o s e s  
the B ib l ic a l  ta le  of D iv e s  and L a za ru s  as an ex a m p le  of the v ic e  of 
d e l i c a c y ,  that i s ,  of too g r e a t ly  and too e x q u is i te ly  indulging the  
n eed s  of the body. In Luke, D iv e s  is  gu ilty  s im p ly  of ign or ing  the  
la w  o f  ch a r ity ,  but in G o w er 's  v e r s io n  the ep ic u r e a n is m  of D iv e s  
i s  s t r e s s e d ;  h is  d e l ib e r a te  and s e l f i s h  r e fu s a l  to turn even  m o m e n ta r ­
i ly  fro m  the habit of haughty s e l f - in d u lg e n c e  b e c o m e s  the m o s t  s ig n i-
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fican t a s p e c t  of h is  s in fu ln e s s .  In the s a m e  s to r y ,  Gower has the
dogs w hich  l ick  t h e s o r e s o f  L a z a r u s  doing so in ord er  to "don him
e s e .  " It is  one of G o w er 's  fa v o r ite  th e m e s  reap p ear in g :  the b e a s t s ,
in fo llo w in g  the la w s  of n a tu re ,  a r e  often  kinder than unnatural m an.
The B ib le  d oes  not p rov id e  th is  m o t iv e  and s e e m s  to be s tr iv in g  for
a p u re ly  h o r r ib le  e f fec t .
In l ik e  m a n n er ,  G ow er subtly  sh ad es  in the ta le  of Ahab and
M ica ia h  (VII, 2 5 2 7 -2 6 9 4 )  w ith  "the a tm o sp h e r e  of f la t ter y  in the  
19cou rt  of Achab" w hich  at that p a r t icu la r  point in the C o n fe s s io  
A m a n tis  w as  a p p rop ria te  to the p o e t 's  a d v ice  to R ich ard  IT. (The 
r e a d e r  w i l l  r e c a l l  that m u ch  of the sev en th  book is  a t r e a t i s e  on 
the duties  of k in gsh ip . )
H o w ev er ,  Gower w as too orth od ox  to attem pt r a d ic a l  ch an ges  
in the m o r a ls  of the B ib l ic a l  s t o r ie s  he u sed . T h is  r e s t r ic t io n  w as  
l e s s  fe l t  and l e s s  e x e r c i s e d  in h is  tr e a tm e n t  of other s o u r c e s .  We
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have a lrea d y  se e n  how the ta le  of N a r c i s s u s ,  w hich  o r ig in a l ly  had 
b een  at m o s t  a w arning a g a in s t  s e l f - l o v e ,  b e c o m e s  in G ow er's  hands  
an exem p lu m  aga in st  n a r c i s s i s m  on the grounds that it  i s  ag a in st  
natu re . T h ere  a re  o ther ex a m p le s  of th is  p reo cc u p a tio n  on G o w er 's  
part.  In Book II he d is p la y s ,  not for the f i r s t  or la s t  t im e ,  h is  r e ­
m a rk a b le  to le r a n c e  tow ards  m a tte r s  of s e x  in so  far as they a re  
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natural:
What nature hath se t  in hir law e  
Ther m a i  no m an n es  m ih t w ith draw e.
(CA, III, 3 5 5 -5 6 .  )
He t i e s  h is  th em e  in with the s in  of w rath  w hich  is  under d is c u s s io n
by c it in g  the c a s e  of T ir e s ia s  who, w h i le  w alk ing  on a m ountain ,
c o m e s  upon two sn akes  w hich  "as n a tu re  hem  taw hte , /  A s s e m b le d
w e r e  . . . "  (Ill, 3 6 7 -8 .  ) He s tr ik e s  th em  w ith a s t ic k ,  and the
g od s ,  an gered  that he had b een  "to n atu re  unkinde, " tr a n s fo r m  him
into a w om an. It w ould have m a r r e d  the  point, of c o u r s e ,  to go on
with O vid 's  ta le  in w hich  T ir e s ia s ,  s e v e n  y e a r s  la t e r ,  r e d e e m s  his
m anhood by s tr ik in g  the sa m e  sn akes  again; and so  Gower le a v e s
the s e e r  in h is  unhappy condition .
The poet could  d isp la y  an unexpected  s tr e a k  of d e te r m in is m
/
in co m in g  to the m o r a ls  of h is  s t o r ie s  - -w h ich  i s ,  p erh a p s ,  a kinder  
w ay of say in g  that w h e r e  s in s  w e r e  co n c e r n e d  he could  not a lw ays  
s e e  the fo r e s t  for the t r e e s .  Thus, in the s to r y  of H e r c u le s  and
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D e ia n ir a  (II, 2145-2312), w hich  the C o n fe s s o r  n a r r a te s  under the
heading of f a l s e - s e m b la n t ,  the r e a d e r  is  to ld  of how H e r c u le s  k il led
N e s s u s  when the la t te r  a ttem p ted  to c a r r y  off H e r c u le s '  b e lo v e d ,
D e ia n ir a .  The dying N e s s u s  b eq u eath es  to D e ia n ir a  h is  b loody sh ir t
a g a in s t  the t im e  when H e r c u le s  m ay  p ro v e  unfaithful to h e r .  When
21that o c c a s io n  a r i s e s ,  D e ia n ir a  sen d s  the sh ir t  to the fa i th le s s
H e r c u le s  who is  burned  to death when he puts it on. G o w er 's  m o r a l
is  that th is  tra g ic  co n c lu s io n  .
. . . cam  al thurgh F a ls s e m b la n t  
That f a l s e  N e s s u s  the Geant 
Made unto h im  and to h is  wif;
W herof that he hath lo s t  h is  l i f ,
And s c h e  s o r i  for everem o.
(CA, II, 2 0 3 - 3 - 0 7 .  )l
A l e s s  to le r a n t  m o r a l i s t  than Gower m ig h t  not have drawn the sa m e  
c o n c lu s io n  from  the ev id e n c e .
In the s to r y  of P y r a m u s  and T h isb e  (III, 1331-1494), w hich  
both G ow er and C haucer m ad e  u se  of, the fo r m e r  poet,  "along w ith  
in c id en ta l m o r a l iz in g  on the pow er of lo v e ,  e x tr a c ts  from  the ta le  
a m u ch  m o r e  e th ica l  adm onition  a g a in s t  s u ic id e  through 'fo lh a s te .  ' 
One w ould  have thought that the point of the s to r y  is  (as in fac t  it  
s e e m e d  to C haucer) p r e c i s e ly  the r e v e r s e .  One w ould have  
thought so ,  it is  fa ir  to add, if  one had b e e i  rea d in g  Ovid or C haucer .  
But G ow er has c o m p le te ly  r e v i s e d  the ending of h is  s to r y  in ord er
217
to m ak e  it fit  h is  th em e of the s in fu ln e ss  of m u r d e r ,  includ ing  su ic id e .
In any c a s e ,  the poet w as  too te m p e r a te  a m an  to f e e l  at h om e w ith
the lo v e -d e a th  th em e .  C onseq u en tly ,  he sh o r ten s  the so li lo q u y  of
P y r a m u s  when the unhappy lo v e r  is  about to k i l l  h im s e l f  and does
not a llow  him  to l in g e r  on until T h isb e  a r r iv e s .  T h ere  is  m uch
pathos in the ta le .  T h isb e 's  own la s t  sp e e c h  is  tru ly  poignant:
'O thou w hich c lep ed  art V enus,
Goddess.e of lo v e ,  and thou, Cupide,
W hich lo v e s  c a u s e  h a s t  forto  guide,
I wot now w el that ye be b linde,
Of th ilk e  unhapp w h i!ch I now finde  
Only betw en m y  lo v e  and m e .
T his P ir a m u s ,  w hich  h ie r e  I se  
B led en d e , what hath he d e s e r v e d ?
F o r  he you re  h e s t e  hath kept and s e r v e d ,
And w as  yong and I bothe a lso :
H e la s ,  why do ye with ous s o ?
Ye s e t te  o u re  h e r te  bothe a fy r e ,
And m aden  ous such  thing d e s ir e  
W herof that w e no sk i le  cowthe;
Bot thus ou re  f r e i s s h e  lu s t i  yowthe  
Withoute jo ie  is  a l d esp ended ,
W hich thing m a i n e v e r e  ben am ended:
F o r  as of m e  th is  w o l I s e ie ,
That m e is  l e v e r e  forto  d e ie  
Than l iv e  a fter  th is  sorgh fu l day. '
(C A ,. I l l ,  1462-I48L)
But h er  un happ iness ,  far from  being  t r a g ic ,  is  p iteo u s ,  w hich
w a s  the e f fe c t  that Gower had in m ind. The s e n s e  of l i f e  w a sted ,
of lo v e  m is s p e n t ,  w as  p e r fe c t ly  am en ab le  to the m o r a l  w hich  the
p oet in tended. T h ere  is  no r e a s o n ,  then, to a g r e e  with C allan 's
r e m a r k  (which is  b a sed  c h ie f ly  on G ow er's  handling of th is  story)
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2. ^that the poet "has a s im p le  m ind, u n en cum bered  with s u b t le t ie s .  " 
G ow er r e s i s t e d  the tem ptation  to exa lt  r o m a n tic  lo v e ,  but th e r e  is  
no la c k  of su b tle ty  in h is  own v is io n  w hich  s e e s  th e  power of Venus  
as  an a m o ra l  and r u th le s s  fo r c e  capab le  of b e ing  the d e s p o i le r  of 
" fr e is s h e  lu s t i  yow the. " Then too, in the c a s e  of th is  s to r y  it w as  
C haucer who fo llow ed  the o r ig in a l c lo s e ly ,  not G ow er. How then  
is  G ow er s im p le  and un subtle?  The an sw er  b r in g s  us back  to the  
m od ern  ta s te  for p s y c h o lo g ic a l  ex p o s it io n ,  of w hich  th e r e  is  l i t t l e  
enough in G ow er's  w ork . The r e a d er  m u st  f i l l  that in for h im se lf ;  
the poet w il l  not w ait for it. But h is  p r e d i le c t io n  for n a r r a t iv e  s w i f t ­
n e s s  has earned  him  a reputation  for n a iv e te  that m o r e  often  should  
apply to h is  c h a r a c te r s  than to h im . T h isb e ,  l ik e  so m an y  of G ow er's  
h e r o in e s ,  is  a m o r e  s im p le  c r e a tu r e  than her co u n terp a rt  in C h a u ce r 's  
ta le ,  or for that m a tter  I se u lt  or J u lie t .  T hey w ould not have ended  
on su ch  a p la in tive  note of q u estion in g  as
This P ir a m u s ,  w hich  h ie r e  I s e  
B led en d e , what hath he d e s e r v e d ?
(CA, III, 1 4 6 8 -6 9 .)
She is  the v ic t im ,  not the m a r ty r ,  of the g o d d ess;  and yet her  s ta rk
q u estion in g  has a profundity of its  own, quite unlike the d ra m a tic
p o is e  of other " s t a r - c r o s s e d "  h e r o in e s .
When the poet h im s e l f  tak es  .over again , what w e have is  
d ir e c t  enough, d e c e p t iv e ly  s o ,  in i t s  s ty le  (though note the s tr ik in g
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in f le c t io n  in the th ird  lin e  of the fo llo w in g  quote) but it  i s  h ard ly  
sha llow :
And w ith th is  w ord , w h e r e  as  he la y ,
H ire  lo v e  in a r m e s  s c h e  e m b r a se th ,
H ire  oghne deth and so p o u rch a se th  
That now  sc h e  w ep te  and nou s c h e  k is te ,
T il  a te  la s t e ,  er s c h e  it w is te ,
So g r e t  a s o r w e  is  to h ir e  fa l le ,
W hich o v erg o th  h ir e  w it te s  a l le .
(CA, III, 1 4 8 2 -8 8 .)
It i s  e a s ie r  to a g r e e  w ith  C allan  when he s a y s  that "it is  one  
of the in c id en ta l p le a s u r e s  of the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis  to s e e  what 
s u r p r is in g  l e s s o n s  h e  /  G o w e r /  can e x tr a c t  from  the m o s t  u n p r o m is ­
ing m a te r ia l .  And it i s  p e r f e c t ly  tru e  that at t im e s  G ow er's
a ttem p ts  to adapt h is  s t o r ie s  to the s in s  and the m o r a ls  that he is  
d ea lin g  w ith do not c o m e  off too w e l l .  At su ch  t im e s  the e f fec t  is  
in d eed  unsubtle .  The s to r y  of P y r a m u s  and T h isb e  i s  not, h o w e v e r ,  
su ch  a c a s e ,  nor a r e  m o s t  of the ta le s  in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis .  
G ranting h is  o b je c t iv e s ,  G ow er w as u su a lly  ab le  to adapt h is  s o u r c e s  
w ith  an ex ce p t io n a l and im a g in a t iv e  d ar in g .  His c h ie f  m eth od s  w e r e  
th o se  of a l l  a d a p te r s - -d e le t io n ,  r e a r r a n g e m e n t ,  a n d /o r  exp an sion  
of the s o u r c e .
Of the th r e e ,  d e le t io n  i s  the techn iq ue w hich  G ow er m o s t  
freq u en tly  u s e s .  His d e s ir e  to t e l l  a s to r y  d ir e c t ly ,  w ithout d i s ­
c u s s io n ,  w ithout d ig r e s s io n ,  w ithout u n n e c e s s a r y  e lab ora tion ,  
am oun ts  to a l i t e r a r y  c r e d o .  His n a r r a t iv e  m ethod  is  so  s tr ip p ed
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of every th in g  u n e sse n t ia l  that it b e c o m e s  at t im e s  a lm o s t  a s o r t  of  
shorthand. O nce again , d ir e c t n e s s  and s im p l ic i ty  in v ite  the ch a rg e
of s h a l lo w n e s s .  But Gower knew what he w as about. It w as in c ident
/
that he de ligh ted  in. "What he s e e s  is  m o v em en t ,  not groups and
O  C
s c e n e s ,  but act ion s  and ev en ts .  " Gower had le a r n e d  h is  l e s s o n  
from  the s e r m o n  ex em p la ,  not the cou rtly  poets; but having le a r n e d  
it ,  he t r a n s fe r r e d  the m ethod  to the sp h e re  of l i t e r a r y  a r t - - n o t  s im p ly  
by m e a n s  of h is  so often  good p o etry  but a ls o  through that s e n s e  of  
ord er  and c o r r e c t  p rop ortion  w hich  p erv a d es  m o s t  of the n a r r a t iv e  
m a te r ia l  in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis .  H ere  Gower does  not have to 
depend on a languid  colloquy, as in the c a s e  of the o v e r a l l  s tru c tu re  
of the work; the c o n tr a s t  b e tw een  that m o r e  ea sy g o in g  p r o g r e s s  and 
the r a p id - f ir e  c h a ra c te r  of the s m a l le r  units m a k e s  for a p le a s in g  
a lter a t io n  in the rhythm of the w ork . In the la tter  c a s e  the in c r e a s e  
in tem p o is  n ever  enough to m ak e  us fo rg e t  the p r e s e n c e  of the n a r ­
r a to r ,  G enius , and at l e a s t  part of the r e a so n  for th is  s e n s e  of c o n ­
v e r s a t io n a l  continuity  in the poem  is  due to the econ om y w ith  w hich
/
the C o n fe sso r  n a r r a te s  the t a l e s .  We n ev er  b e c o m e  too lo s t  in them ;  
b e fo r e  that can happen, Genius has m ad e  h is  point and w e are  again  
con fronted  w ith the fa m il ia r  "Mi son e . " Of a ll  the s t o r ie s  only  the  
l a s t ,  "Appolonius of T y re ,  " i s  o v er lo n g ,  and th is ,  as M acaulay  
points out, w as a h o p e le s s ly  d isco n n ec ted  and ra m b lin g  s e r i e s  
of in c id en ts  to b eg in  with.
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E x a m p les  of G o w er 's  u se  of d e le t io n  a r e  to be found e v e r y ­
w h e r e  in the indiv idual t a le s .  The cutting  off of su p erf lu o u s  m a te r ia l  
w as the m o s t  d ir e c t  m e a n s  of t igh ten in g  the s e n s e  of n a r r a t iv e  c o n ­
tin u ity  and of em p h a s iz in g  the p a r t icu la r  point the p oet w ish ed  to 
m a k e ,  often  at the e x p en se  of o ther m o r a ls  w hich  the o r ig in a l  s t o r ie s
had conta ined . An e x tr e m e  e x a m p le  is  the s to ry  of P h eb u s and Daphne
27(III, 1685-1720). In Ovid the s to r y  runs to one hundred and f i f tee n
28l in e s ;  G ow er d e a ls  w ith it in th ir ty - f iv e .  The e f fe c t  is  not one of
am putation . In O vid 's  v e r s io n  the u lt im a te  p u rp o se  is  to exp la in
how the la u r e l  c a m e  to be A p o l lo 's  t r e e .  But to the extent that
m o r a l i s t i c  m a te r ia l  i s  in vo lved  at a ll ,  it has to do w ith the fault of
a r r o g a n c e  or p r id e .  T his  is  not to sa y  that Ovid d rew  such  a m o r a l
in h is  ta le ,  but the raw  m a te r ia l  la y  rea d y  to the m o r a l is t^  hand.
It is  A p o l lo 's  m ock in g  a r r o g a n c e  that in c i t e s  Cupid to p ie r c e  h im  ch a s in g
a fter  D aphne. And it is  a kind of p r id e  in that m a id e n  w hich  k eep s  her
a v ir g in  even  at the c o s t  of tra n s fo r m a t io n .  In o ther w o r d s ,  G ow er
cou ld  e a s i l y  have used  the s to ry  for the p u rp o se  of i l lu s tr a t in g  the s in
of p r id e  in the f i r s t  book. F o r  w h a tev er  r e a s o n ,  he did not. A gain ,
under the su b d iv is io n  of s lo th  en tit led  " n e g lig e n c e ,  " in B ook  IV, Gower
d e a ls  w ith  the c a s e  of R o s ip h e le e ,  a young lad y  who c h e r i s h e s  her
v ir g in ity  in sp ite  of the fa c t  that
. . . s c h e  the c h a r g e  m yh te  b e r e  
Of ch ild r en ,  w hiche  the w orld  fo r b e r e
N e m a i ,  bot if  it sch o ld e  fa i le .
(CA, IV, 1 4 9 5 -9 7 .)
D aphne's  s to r y  a ls o  m igh t w e ll  have s e r v e d  h e r e ,  but Gower  
p a s s e s  the opportunity by. Instead , he c h o s e  to u se  the ta le  as  
another ex a m p le  of r a s h n e s s ,  in the th ird  book of the C o n fe ss io  
Am  anti s . It should be noted that it  is  at th is  point that the c o n ­
v e r s a t io n a l  s tr u c tu r e  of the poem  b eg in s  a ltogeth er  to supplant the  
g e o m e tr ic  one. The o s te n s ib le  su bjec t  that is  under d is c u s s io n  is  
the antidote  to wrath; the antidote , quite n a tu ra lly ,  is  p a t ien ce .
But from  a m en tio n  of p a t ien ce  the C o n fe sso r  m o v e s  on to a c o n ­
s id e r a t io n  of its  o p p o s ite ,  that r a s h n e s s  w hich  he had a lr ea d y  m e n ­
t ion ed  in the s to r y  of P y r a m u s  and T h isb e .  And from  th is  he p r o c e e d s  
to the s to r y  of P hebus and Daphne w hich , as Ovid had told  it, had only  
the s a m e  d istan t con n ection  with fo o lh a s te  that fo o lh a s te  has w ith  
w rath  in the G ow erian  in troduction  to the ta le .  But when the E n g lish  
p oet has re sh a p e d  the s to r y ,  the unique m o r a l  that he has drawn  
fro m  it s e e m s  to be the only one p o s s ib le ,  ju s t  a s ,  in the natural  
f low  of a s s o c ia te d  id eas  in the C o n fe s s o r 's  thought, the d is c u s s io n  
of fo o lh a s te  had a lso  s e e m e d  the n atu ra l o u tco m e of the d isq u is it io n  
on w ra th fu ln e ss .  In the fo r m e r  c a s e ,  the e f fec t  is  a lm o s t  en t ire ly  
the r e s u l t  of sk i l l fu l  cutting. Gone from  G o w er 's  v e r s io n  a r e  the  
O vidian  d e s c r ip t io n s  of A p o llo 's  h a u g h tin ess ,  the  taunts he throw s  
at Cupid, the h a lf -h u m o ro u s  p le a s  that he d ir e c t s  to Daphne. And 
gone a ls o  a re  the d e ta iled  d e sc r ip t io n s  of the m a id ,  her gen ea lo g y ,
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h er  beauty , and h er  sco rn fu l d isda in  of s u i to r s .  What r e m a in s  is
the r e c k l e s s  and unadorned p u rsu it .  In G ow er's  account the gaps
m ad e  by the d e le t io n s  a r e  sm oothed  ov er  w h ere  it s e e m s  n e c e s s a r y :
th u s, w e le a r n  that P hebu s h as b een  p ly ing  h is  u n s u c c e s s fu l  su it
/ »
even  b e fo r e  Cupid a r r iv e s  on the s c e n e ,  and the la t t e r ' s  u se  of the
/
gold  and le a d  darts  is  prom p ted  not by envy but by a wanton im p u ls e ,
a d e s ir e  to in c r e a s e  the ardor of the p u rsu er  and the r e lu c ta n c e  of
the p u rsu ed . The E n g lish  poet e n t ir e ly  d is p e n s e s  w ith  the m ea n s>
by w hich Daphne is  turned  into the la u r e l  as w e l l  as w ith the O vidian  
d e s c r ip t io n  of A p o l lo 's  lo v e  even  for the t r e e .  A ls o ,  w h e r e a s  in  
Ovid the la u r e l ' s  la s t in g  v e r d u r e  had been  accou nted  for by A p o l lo 's  
d e c is io n  to w rea th  h is  head w ith its  s l e a v e s ,  G ow er, w ithout d i s ­
ca rd in g  the p a r t icu la r  s in  a g a in s t  lo v e  w ith w hich he is  d ea ling ,  
tak es  the opportunity  to exp la in  the m a tte r  in a m o r e  C h r is t ia n  way:
That no F o lh a s te  miht,§ a ch ie v e  
To g e te  lo v e  in such  d e g r e e ,
T his  Daphne into a lo r e r  tre  
W as torn ed , w hich  is  e v e r e  g ren e ,
In tokne, as yit it m a i be  se n e ,
That sc h e  sch a l d u e lle  a m a id en  s t i l l e ,
And P h eb u s fa i le n  of h is  w i l le .
(CA, III, 1713-1720.)
In t e r m s  of th is  b r ie f  s to r y  of a su it  too r e c k l e s s l y  p r e s s e d ,  nothing
cou ld  be m o r e  r e a s o n a b le  than the C o n fe s s o r 's  point that "To
h a sten  lo v e  is  thing in vein"  (III, 1723). Nothing could  have been
fu rth er ,  h o w e v er ,  from  the sp ir it  of O v id ’s ta le .
One m o r e  ex a m p le  w il l  su ff ic e  to in d ica te  G o w er 's  s tra tegy .
29of cutting down h is  s o u r c e  m a te r ia l  to s e r v e  h is  own p u r p o s e s .
We n eed  not le a v e  B ook  III for it ,  or Ovid for the s o u r c e ,  or even
P h eb u s  for the unlucky h ero  in o rd er  to  m ak e  our point. The ta le
of P h eb u s and C orn id e , or "The Talking B ird ,  " is  an in te r e s t in g
but not unusual c a s e  of G o w er 's  usj.ng an eco n o m y  of n a r r a t iv e  for
it s  own sa k e  ra th er  than for  the p u rp o se  of accen tu atin g  a m o r a l .
In th is  s to r y ,  the m o r a l  that G ow er w anted la y  rea d y  to hand and
it had b een  expounded upon at so m e  length  in m e d ie v a l  red a c t io n s  
30of  the ta le .  The o r ig in a l  s to r y  in the M e ta m o r p h o se s  b eg in s ,  
p r o p e r ly  enough, by d ea lin g  with the sub jec t  of the r a v e n 's  en forced  
change of c o lo r  due to h is  fault of ta lk ing  too m uch; the Latin  poet,  
after  a l l ,  w a s  d ea ling  w ith the tr a n s fo r m a t io n  of th in g s .  But after  
th is  p r o lo g u e ,  the: r a v en  a c ts  m e r e ly  as a c a ta ly s t  in  the p oem .  
F u lly  ha lf  of O vid 's  ta le  is  devo ted  to a su p e r n u m e r a r y  c r o w 's  
accoun t of her  m is fo r tu n e s ,  cou ch ed  in the fo rm  of a w arn ing  w hich  
the raven  p r o c e e d s  to ig n o re .  M ost  of the rem a in in g  l in e s  deal 
w ith the anger  and then the so r r o w  of A pollo  w hich  p rom p ts  him  
f i r s t  to k i l l  h is  m i s t r e s s  and then la m e n t  her  death . In b r ie f ,  th is  
i s  the  s to r y  as  to ld  by Ovid: the ra v en , A p o l lo 's  b ird ,  s e e s  h is  
m a s t e r ' s  b e lo v e d ,  C o r o n is ,  co m m itt in g  ad u ltery  and f l i e s  off to 
t e l l  the god. A c r o w  in terru p ts  h is  jo u rn ey  lon g  enough to warn
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h im , by her own ex a m p le ,  of what happens to c h a t te r b o x e s .  The
ra v en , undaunted, c a r r i e s  out h is  in tention . A pollo  is  so fur ious
that h is  la u r e l  crow n c o m e s  aw ry , and in h is  r a g e  he m o r ta l ly  wounds
C oron is  w ith  an arrow . D ying, sh e  re p e n ts ,  but t e l l s  h im  that two
m u st  d ie ,  s in c e  she is  with child . A pollo  t r i e s  to sa v e  her but is
u n s u c c e s s fu l .  At h er  funera l p yre  he m a n a g es  to r e s c u e  the unborn
son from  the m o th e r 's  w om b, and he g iv e s  it to C hiron to r a i s e .
A pollo  b la m e s  the ra v en  for every th in g ,  forb id s  h im  to be am ong
the w hite  b ir d s ,  and w ith that the s to r y  ends.
/  3 1
In the Ovide M o r a l i s e ,  O vid 's  r e la t iv e ly  b r ie f  account is
en larged  to m o r e  than four t im e s  its  o r ig in a l length  and is  loaded
with sen ten tiou s  o b s e r v a t io n s ,  but it r e ta in s  a ll  the  e le m e n ts  of
the o r ig in a l  ta le .  In the m o r a l  g lo s s in g  w hich  fo llo w s  the ta le
p ro p er ,  the raven  is  in te r p r e te d  as  a r e p r e se n ta t io n  of one of
P h eb u s' s e r v a n ts .  His beh av ior  is  prom pted  not s im p ly  by the lo v e
of g o s s ip  but by the d e s ir e  to f la tter  h is  m a s t e r .  And the point, of
c o u r s e ,  is  that
N ulz  ne doit a m er  jen g leou r  
N e s o i  c r o i r e  en lo se n g e o u r .
Que s i  c r o it  i l  e s t  d e c e i i s .
(253-256)
Although s o m e  s l ig h t  con n ection  has b een  draw n b etw een  th is  v e r s io n  
of the s to r y  and C h a u c e r 's ,  ^2 no con n ection  at a l l  can be m a d e ,  in
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th is  c a s e ,  b e tw een  the O vide M o r a l i s e  and the C o n fe s s io  Am  a n t i s .
C h a u ce r 's  v e r s io n  is  h u m orou s  in its  s p ir i t ,  r a c y  in its  
te l l in g ,  and not v e r y  s e r io u s  in its  m o r a l i z in g .  He d e le te s  the  
e n t ir e  in c ident of the c r o w 's  w arn in g  and r e f e r s  to the ra v en  i t ­
s e l f  as a crow . C o ro n is '  p reg n a n cy  and the r e s c u e  of the son from  
the wom b a r e  a lso  le f t  out. On the other hand, C haucer e m p h a s iz e s  
the iro n ic  e le m e n t  of P h eb u s '  b e la ted  and i l l - fo u n d e d  con v ic t io n  of
i
h is  w ife 's  in n o cen ce ,  and w ithal in tro d u ces  m u ch  l i v e ly  d ia logu e  
and h um orou s a s id e s  on the fa l l ib i l i ty  of b ir d s ,  b e a s t s ,  w om en ,  
and m en . The w hole  s to r y  is  exp la in ed  by the M an cip le  as one
•3 Q
w hich  h is  m oth er  had told  h im  as a w arn in g  to r e s t r a in  h is  tongue.
C om pared  to C h a u ce r 's  v e r s io n ,  G o w er 's  i s  a b r ie f  and so b er  
a ffa ir ,  lack in g  in the c o lo r  and g a ie ty  that s t i l l  m ak e  the other a 
d e lig h t  to rea d . N e v e r t h e le s s ,  it is  e x c e e d in g ly  w e l l  to ld , and its  
author has ad m ira b ly  adapted it to su it  the p u r p o se s  of h is  own v e r y  
d ifferen t  w ork . The b lu ndering  h e a v in e s s  of the  O vide M o r a l i s e " is  
as ab sen t  from  h is  v e r s io n  as fro m  The M a n c ip le 's  T a le .  A ls o ,  
G ow er s h a r e s  w ith C haucer the ca p a c ity  for r e m o v in g  what is  not 
p a r t ic u la r ly  r e le v a n t  even  in the o r ig in a l  s to r y  of Ovid. T h ere  is  
no r e f e r e n c e  to the crow  and her s to r y ,  the rep en ta n ce  of C o ro n is ,  
the m a tter  of her p regn an cy , and the r e s c u e  of her son . But m o r e  
than th is ,  the poet m a k e s  the m o s t  of h is  d e le t io n s  by resh a p in g  the
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b a s ic  e le m e n ts  that re m a in  of the story  into an unornam ented  ta le  
of action . D ia logu e ,  w hich Gower a lw ays  u s e s  sp a r in g ly  in the  
s t o r i e s ,  is  h e r e  d is p e n se d  with en t ir e ly .  Incid ents  w hich  other  
w r it e r s  expanded and d ig r e s s e d  from  for v a ro u s  r e a s o n s  a re  r e ­
duced to the e s s e n t ia l .  T hus, C o ro n is '  fa i th le s s  l ia is o n  is  dea lt  
with in a few  w ord s  w hich  t e l l  us a ll  we need  to know:
A yong kniht tok h ir e  acqu ein tan ce  
And hadde of h ir e  al that he w olde .
(CA, III, 7 9 0 -9 1 .)
A gain , P h e b u s 1 ch agr in  when he le a r n s  that h is  m i s t r e s s  is  un­
fa ithfu l, h is  s la y in g  of h er ,  and h is  con seq u en t r e g r e t  b e c o m e  a 
m a tter  of four l in e s :
, , 34
And he for w raththe h is  sw erd  ou tbreide ,
With w hich  C orn ide anon he s low h ,
Bot a fter  him  w as wo ynowh,
And tok a full g re t  rep en ta n ce .
(CA, III, 8 0 0 - 3 , )
In the M e ta m o r p h o se s ,  the O vide M o r a l is e ,  and The M an c ip le 's  
T a le ,  a ll  of th e s e  e le m e n ts  a r e  dea lt  w ith in s o m e  d eta il  for p u r ­
p o s e s  e ith er  of humor cr s e n te n t io u sn e s s  or iron y . G ow er, h o w e v er ,  
l e a v e s  the action  to our im ag ina tion ,  p r e fe r r in g  to p r e s s  on to the  
m a tter  of P h eb u s' r e v e n g e  on the ta lk ative  b ird , and the point with  
w hich  he is  co n cer n e d ,  the w ic k e d n e ss  of "janglyng. " Yet in the  
P r o c e s s  of te l l in g  th is  m u ch  abb rev ia ted  account, the poet had 
p r e v io u s ly  changed one d eta il  in the s to r y  w hich  exp la ins  P h eb u s'
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punishm ent of the b ird  b etter  than a ll  the e la b o ra tio n s  of the other
v e r s io n s ,  including O v id 's ,  had done; he s e e s  to it that the b ird
b e lo n g s  to C o ro n is ,  not P h eb us:
Bot a fa ls  bridd , w hich  sch e  hath holde  
And kept in ch a m b re  of pure yow the,
D is c o e v e r e th  a ll  that e v e r e  he cow the.
(CA, III, 7 9 2 -9 4 .  )
In the other a cco u n ts ,  not only d oes  P h eb u s own. the b ird ,  but h is  
fo n d n ess  for it is  u su a lly  em p h a s iz e d .  A c e r ta in  d i le m m a  c o n ­
cer n in g  the j u s t i c e  of the bird's p unishm en t had b een  im p l ic i t  in the  
other n a r r a t iv e s ;  the b ird , for a ll  i ts  g a rru l ity ,  had b een  faithful  
to its  m a s te r .  The s e n te n c e  of the god is  b e tter  w a rra n ted  when  
w e understand that it had b e tra y ed  its  own m i s t r e s s  w ith  it s  g o s s ip .  
But the change of ow nersh ip  has a c c o m p lis h e d  som ething m o r e :  it 
has brought th is  ind iv idual ta le  into c l o s e r  h arm on y w ith the la r g e r  
context of the poem  by p a r a l le l in g  the s itu ation  of the b ird  and its  
m i s t r e s s  with that of the L o v er  and the Lady. G enius is  w arn ing  
the L over  not to be l ik e  the raven; and s in c e  the L o v er  stands in 
re la t io n sh ip  to a lady  and is  " p o s s e s se d "  by h er ,  it i s  ap p rop ria te  
that the ra v en  of the s to ry  should be a ls o ,  h ow ever  d i s s im i la r  the  
other c ir c u m s ta n c e s .
The ta le  of C o n sta n ce  (II, 587-1610) i s  an in te r e s t in g  ex a m p le  
of G ow er's  n a r r a t iv e  technique and is  u sefu l to our p u r p o se s  b e c a u s e  
for one th ing, th e r e  is  l i t t le  doubt about the d ir e c t  s o u r c e  w hich
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the p oet u sed , n a m e ly  the A n g lo -N o r m a n  C hronique of N ic h o la s  T r iv e t ,
and, for an oth er , th e r e  has been  am p le  e v id e n c e  s e t  forth  to p ro v e
that in th is  c a s e  Gower w rote  h is  v e r s io n  b e fo r e  C haucer produced
35the m u ch  m o r e  fam ou s accoun t in The Man of L a w ’s T a le ,  and for
a th ird , th e r e  is  in th is  s to ry  su ff ic ien t  argu m en t for the p o s it io n
that, even  when he is  not at h is  b e s t ,  our poet u su a lly  im p ro v ed  on
the m a te r ia l  he b o rro w ed . F or  a ll  i ts  l i m i t a t io n s . i t  is  a w e ll  told
36s to r y ,  not the "rather m e d io c r e  n a rra t iv e "  it has  b een  d e s c r ib e d  
as b e in g .  If, as  L ilcke argu ed , C h a u ce r 's  v e r s io n  is  the r e s u l t  of 
the in f lu en ce  of both T r iv e t  and G ow er, then it is  fa ir  to m en tion  
that G o w er 's  t e l l in g  of the ta le ,  as the in te r m e d ia te  point betw een  
T r iv e t  and C hau cer ,  is  at l e a s t  as m uch  of a tr iu m ph  over  the fo r m e r  
as the la t ter  is  a tr ium ph  o v er  it. The s to ry  is  a c l e a r ly  told  and 
f a s t - p a c e d  affa ir  - -p a ck ed  w ith in c id en ts  w hich  n e v e r  b e c o m e  c o n ­
fu s in g  a lthough they  a r e  b r ie f ly  dea lt  with. H ere  aga in  w e have
f
am p le  e v id e n c e  of the p o e t ’s habit of exc lud ing  -superfluous d e ­
t a i l s .  He d oes  not r e fer  to C o n s ta n ce 's  s c ie n t i f ic  know ledge; he  
l e a v e s  o.ut the c o n v e r sa t io n  b e tw een  the h ero in e  and H erm ynge ld  
w hich  b r in g s  about the la t t e r ' s  co n v ers io n ;  he sim jkifies the in ­
c ident in vo lv in g  the m u rd er  of H erm y n g e ld  and the a ccu sa t io n  
of C o n sta n ce ,  as w e l l  as the one in w hich  a heathen  a ttem p ts  to 
r a v is h  th e  lo n g -s u f fe r in g  lady; and he o m its  the accou nt of King 
A l le ' s  a r r iv a l  at R om e and C o n s ta n ce 's  f i r s t  g l im p s e  of h im , as
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w e l l  as s e v e r a l  other m in or  d e ta i l s  w hich  are  p r e s e n t  in T r iv e t 's  
C hronique. It is  w orth  w h ile  to quote at th is  point a s in g le  inc ident
as it ap p ears  in both T r iv e t  and Gower so  that the r e a d e r  m a y  note
for h im s e l f  the d if fe r e n c e  b etw een  the f o r m e r ' s  p e d e s tr ia n  p r o s e
accoun t and the la t t e r 's  r ed a c t io n  of it .  The p a s s a g e  c ited  co n c e r n s
the Souldan's n eg o t ia t io n s  to a cq u ire  C on stan ce  as h is  b r id e .  The
heathen  m e r c h a n ts ,  to whom C onstan ce  has p rea ch ed  have re tu rn ed
to their  n a t iv e  land. H e re  is  T r iv e t 's  account of what happens:
P u is  r e to u rn er en t  a lour  t e r r e .  Et quant r e c o n u s tr e n t  
la  fo i deuant lour v e i s in e s  e p a ren s  S a r a z in s ,  e s to ie n t  
a c c u s e s  al haut soudan de lour fey .  E a p r e s  qil 
es to ie n t  a m e n e s  deuaunt lu i ,  fu ren t r e p r i s  par l e s  
s § g e s  de lour le y  qil deueyen t c r e r e  en vn h om m e  
c r u c e f ie  e m o r te l .  M es puis  qil' aueyen t su ff isau n t-  
m en t defendu la  l e y  Iesu  C r is t  encountre  l e s  paens  
qi ne sau o ien t  p lus c o u n tred ire ,  c o m e n s e r e n t  de 
p r e i s e r  la s  p u c e le  C onstau nce  qui l e s  quoyt con uertu ,  
de trop haute e noble sen  e sa p ie n c e  e de graunde  
m e r u e i lo u s e  beaute  e 'g e n t ir i s e  e n o b le s c e  de saunc;  
par q u e lez  p a r o le s  lu i  soudan, trop su pp ris  del am our  
de la  p u ce le  (com  il  e s to it  h o m m e de jo eu en e  age),  
maunda de n ou el m e s m e s  ceu x  C r is t ie n s  qil con u erti  
a la  fe i ,  e o u esq u e s  eus vn a d m ir a l  paen  oue graunt  
ap a ra il  et r i c h e s s e s  e .p r e s e n tz  a T y b er ie  e a sa  f i l l e ,
6n dem aundaunt la  p u c e le  en m a r ia g e  oue grant  
p r o m e s c e  de p e e s  e d a lia n ce  cou n tre  l e z  p a r t ie s  de  
C r is t ie n s  e S a r a z in s .  E puis que T y b er ie  auoit  
c o u n s e i le  sur c e s t e  dem aunde l e  pape Johan (de qi 
e s t  auaunt d is t  en le  q u a ra u n tism e  s i s m e  e s to ir e )  
e l e s  a u trez  gran tz  de se in t  e g l i s e ,  e l e z  R om evn s  
del sen at ,  resp ou n d y  al a d m ir a l  e as  m e s s a g e r s ,  
qe s i  luy soudan se  v o l ie t  a s s e n te r  de r e n e e r  s e z  
m a u m etz  e sa  m e s c r e a u n c e ,  e r e s c e i u e r e  b ap tem e  
e la  l e i  Iesu  C r is t ,  a c e s t  couenaunt T y b er iu s  
s a s s e n t i r e i t  a la l ia u n c e ,  m e s  ne pas en au tre  fo u rm e .
E sur c e o  m aunda s e z  l e t t r e s  a lu i soudan, e grantm ent
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honura l e s  m e s s a g e r s .  E c i s t ,  a lour r e tr o u n e r ,
sur toute r ie n s  p r e i s e r e n t  la  p u c e le  a lu i soudan,
e la  n o b ley e ,  e la  co u rt ,  e la  genti s e ig n u r ie
T h ib er ie .  Et lu i  a d m ir a l  deuaunt le  soudan et
deuant tot soun c o u n s e i l  s e  vow a a la  fe y  C r is t ie n
37s i  l e  soudan s a s s e n t i s i t .
The above is  only o n e -h a lf  of T r iv e t 's  accoun t. It is  fo l lo w ed  by 
another long p aragrap h  d e ta il in g  the num ber of h o s ta g e s  sen t  ov er  
to the C h r is t ia n s ,  the r ig h ts  of a c c e s s  w hich  the C h r is t ia n s  a re  g r a n t ­
ed to the H oly Land, the d ep a rtu re  of C o n sta n ce  from  R o m e , and the  
num ber of im portan t p e r s o n a g e s ,  includ ing  m any m e m b e r s  of the  
c l e r g y  and a R om an se n a to r ,  who a ccom p an y  h e r .  H ere  is  G o w er 's  
v e r s io n  of the s a m e  tr a n sa c t io n s  and even ts :
Whan th e i  ben of the fe ith  c e r te in ,
T hei gon to B a r b a r ie  ayein ,
And ther the Souldan for hem  sen te  
And axeth  hem  to what entente  
T h ei have  h e r e  fersfee fe ith  fo r s a k e .
And th e i ,  w hich e  hadden undertake  
The r ih te  fe ith  to kepe and holde ,
The m a t ie r e  of h e r e  ta le  to lde  
With al the h o le  c ir c u m s ta n c e .
And whan the Souldan of C on stan ce  
Upon the point that th e i  an su e rd e  
The b eaute  and the g r a c e  h e r d e ,
A s he w hich  thanne was to w edde,
In a l le  h a s te  h is  c a u s e  spedde  
To sen d e  for the m a r ia g e .
And fu r th erm o r  w ith good c o r a g e  
He se ith ,  be so  he m a i  h ir e  h ave ,  ,
That C r is t ,  w hich  cam  th is  w o r ld  to sa v e ,
He w o ll  b e l ie v e :  and th is  r e c o r d e d ,
T hei ben on e ith er  s id e  aco rd ed ,
And ther upon to m ak e  an ende  
The Souldan h is  h o s ta g e s  sen d e  
To R o m e, of P r i n c e s  Sones tu e lv e :
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W herof the fader  in h im s e lv e  
Was glad, and w ith  the P op e  a v is e d  
Tuo C ard in a ls  he hath a s s i s s e d  
With o thre  lo r d e s  m any m o ,
That with h is  doghter  sch o ld en  go,
To s e  the Souldan he co n v erte d .
(CA, II, 6 1 1 -6 3 8 .  )
In co m p a r in g  the two v e r s io n s ,  the r e a d e r  should  keep  in m ind  that 
the event w hich  is  h e r e  p re p a r e d  fo r ,  that i s ,  the m a r r ia g e  of C on­
s ta n c e ,  n e v e r  tak es  p la c e .  Only the m a ch in a t io n s  of the p r o s p e c t iv e  
m o t h e r - in - la w ,  w hich  a r e  d ir e c t ly  r e s p o n s ib le  for the b eg in n in gs  
of C o n s ta n c e 's  l i f e  of v ic i s s i t u d e  and su ffer in g  (and to w hich  Gower  
g iv e s  c o n s id e r a b le  attention) a r e  im portan t to the s to r y  that fo l lo w s .  
T he other d e ta i ls  c o n cer n in g  the d oom ed  w edding a r e ,  in the c a s e  of 
T r iv e t ' s  accou nt, nothing but p o in t le s s  orn am en ta tion . Granting the  
" h is to r ica l"  app roach  w hich  T r iv e t  used , th e r e  is  s t i l l  no q uestion  
of G o w er 's  g r e a te r  n a r r a t iv e  sk ill;  even  le a v in g  the r e la t iv e  m e r i t s  
of the w r i t e r s '  r e s p e c t iv e  p r o s e  and p o e t ic  tech n iq u es  a s id e ,  T r iv e t 's  
is  a te x t -b o o k  s to r y ,  and G o w er 's  is  the product of a d is c ip l in e d  and 
c r e a t iv e  im ag in a tion  that not only knows what to le a v e  out e n t ir e ly ,  
but what to le a v e  in, h ow ever  sk e tc h ily .  The pagan h o s ta g e s ,  the  
m en tio n  of the P o p e ,  the n ob le  p e r s o n a g e s  who a ccom p n ay  C on stan ce  
on h er  j o u r n e y - - t h e s e  a r e  r e f e r r e d  to by Gower in an ab so lu te  
m in im u m  of l i n e s ,  and yet,  in a way that is  a lm o s t  m o d ern ,  they  
p ro v id e  the r e a d e r  w ith  su ff ic ien t  in fo rm a tio n  to enab le  h im  to 
g ra sp  the g r e a tn e s s  of the m a tch  for h im s e l f .
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The C on stan ce  s to r y  a ls o  s e r v e s  to i l lu s tr a te  another v e r y  
ty p ica l  d e v ic e  of G o w er 's- -h is  m eth od  of changing the se q u e n c e  of 
even ts  in a ta le  in ord er  to e n su r e  a sm ooth  n a r r a t iv e  p r o g r e s s io n ,  
and s o m e t im e s  to a c h ie v e  a m o r e  d ra m a tic  e f fec t .  In T r iv e t 's  
s to r y ,  the in c iden t in w hich  T h e lo u s ,  a ren e g a d e  from  the C h r is t ia n  
fa ith , a ttem p ts  to se d u c e  C o n sta n ce  is  fo llow ed  by the accoun t of  
King A l le ' s  re tu rn  fro m  the w ar ,  h is  d i s c o v e r y  of h is  m o th e r 's  d e ­
cep tion ,  and h is  s en ten c in g  her to death . Then the n a r r a t iv e  re tu rn s  
to C o n sta n ce  and her r e s c u e  by the a d m ir a l  of the R om an  f le e t .  In 
G o w er 's  v e r s io n  th e r e  is  no su ch  b rea k . A fter  T h elou s  has drow ned ,  
the s to r y  r e m a in s  w ith  C o n sta n ce .  Not until la te r  in the n a r r a t iv e ,  
when it  is  t im e  for Hng A l le  to r e e n te r  the ta le ,  is  th e r e  any m en tio n  
of what had b e c o m e  of h im  and h is  w ick ed  m o th e r .  At the point the  
h e r o in e  is  lod ged  s a fe ly  in R o m e , l iv in g  an on ym ou sly  w ith  the fa m ily  
of the a d m ir a l - s e n a to r ,  S a lu s te .  It is  the lo g ic a l  m o m e n t  at w hich  
to le a v e  her and turn  to h er  husband, and G ow er h e lp s  h is  n a r r a t iv e  
by ch o o s in g  it. In d o in g  so ,  he a ls o  avo id s  the n e c e s s i t y  of another  
n a r r a t iv e  b r ea k  w hen A l le ' s  m oth er  has b een  d is p o s e d  of; in s tea d ,  
the s to r y  m o v e s  on sm o o th ly  fro m  that in c ident to the k in g 's  need
J
to r e l i e v e  h is  co n sc ien ce  by r e c e iv in g  a b so lu tion  at the hands of 
the P ope; and from  th e r e  it  le a d s  into the s e r i e s  of rec o g n it io n  
s c e n e s  that fo llow .
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T h ere  a r e  m any other e x a m p le s  in the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  
of sk i l l fu l  r e a r r a n g e m e n t s  of e v en ts .  An in te r e s t in g  c a s e  is  
G o w er 's  tr e a tm e n t  of the s to r y ,  "King, W ine, W om an and Truth"  
(VII, 1783-1984). In the ap ocryph al 3 E sd r a s  w hich  w a s  the p o et 's  
c h ie f  s o u r c e ,  if  not h is  only  one, the ord er  of ev en ts  is  as  fo l lo w s:  
w h ile  King D a r iu s  is  s le e p in g ,  th r e e  of h is  c h a m b e r la in s  d ec id e  
each  to w r ite  a w is e  op inion so  that the king m ay  c h o o s e  the b es t  
of them  and r ew a rd  its  author. D a r iu s  aw akens and is  to ld  of the  
plan and the content of the th r e e  a r g u m e n ts .  The f i r s t  of the  
ch a m b e r la in s  a c c la im s  w in e  a s  the m ig h t ie s t  of ea r th ly  in f lu e n c e s .  
The se c o n d  a r g u e s  that the king is  the m o s t  p ow erfu l,  and the th ird ,  
Z o ro b a b e l,  who is  the only one n am ed , announces that w om an is  
s tr o n g e r  than e ith er  w ine or king; he c i t e s  as an ex a m p le  the ta le  of 
A p e m e a ,  King C yru s' con cu b in e , who ru led  h is  l i f e  even  to the point 
of w e a r in g  h is  d iad em  on h er  head. D a r iu s ,  having c a l le d  a council, 
d e c id e s  in favor of Z o ro b a b e l and re w a r d s  h im  by granting  h is  r e ­
q u e s ts  that the Jew s  be g iven  their  l ib e r ty  and p e r m is s io n  to r e ­
build  J e r u s a le m ,  and that the s a c r e d  v e s s e l s  be re tu rn ed  to the  
te m p le .
G o w er 's  v e r s io n  is  quite d if fere n t .  M ost  of h is  ch an ges  m ay  
be exp la in ed  not only by his. e v e r - p r e s e n t  w ish  to tighten  the s to ry  
l in e ,  but by h is  in tention  in th is  c a s e  to ex p lic a te  both the nature
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of lo v e .  We have  a lr e a d y  s e e n  how c o n cer n e d  the poet w as about 
the b eh av ior  of R ich ard  II, and how intent he w as  to u se  the C o n fe ss io  
A m antis  a s ,  am ong other th in g s ,  a guide for that young m on arch .
It is  not s u r p r is in g  then that G o w er 's  ta le  b eg in s  w ith  a d e s c r ip t io n  
of the w isd o m  and p ru d en ce  of D a r iu s  and, m o r e  im p ortan t,  h is  
d ep en d en ce  on the a d v ice  of w is e  c o u n c i l lo r s .  In the E n g lish  p o e t 's  
v e r s io n ,  the king tak es  a m o r e  a c t iv e  and p h ilo so p h ic a l  r o le .  The  
qu estion  of w hich  is  s t r o n g e s t ,  w ine , w om an or k ing, i s  put into  
the m outh  of D a r iu s  as a s e r io u s  q u estion  for w hich  he s e e k s  the  
a n s w e r .  The op in ions of the th ree  c h a m b e r la in s ,  w hich  in the  
ap ocryph al account a r e  m ad e  known at the beg inn ing  of the s to ry ,  
a r e  r e s e r v e d  by Gower for the t im e  when the king w il l  c h o o se  b e ­
tw een  t h e m - - a  d e la y  w hich  h e igh ten s  the e le m e n t  of s u s p e n s e  in
the s to r y .  When the d isputation  o c c u r s  G ow er ch an ges  the ord er
38of the th r e e  a rg u m en ts .  In 3 E s d r a s  the opinion that the king is
m ig h t ie s t .h o ld s  the seco n d ,  l e a s t  p rom in en t p o s it io n .  Gower puts
it  f i r s t .  W hile  m in im iz in g  the m o r e  le th a l  p o w e rs  of r u le r s ,  he
e m p h a s iz e s  the fac t  that the king is  above the law:
The pouer of a king stant so  
That he the la w e s  o v e r p a s s e th .
(CA, VII, 1838-39 . )
It w as an opinion in k eep in g  w ith the p o e t 's  c o n s e r v a t iv e  p o l i t i c s .
The d is c u s s io n  of the pow er of w ine w hich fo llo w s  in a l e s s  o r ig in a l  
and l e s s  fo r c e fu l  s ta te m e n t .  A s for the la s t  of the th r e e  opinions,
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that w hich  c o n c e r n s  w om an , it i s  an in te r e s t in g  e x a m p le  of G o w er 's  
v ie w s  on the su b jec t .  He fo l lo w s  3 E s d r a s  in having  Z o ro b a b e l c i te  
the s to r y  of A p e m e a ,  but he d raw s from  it a p o w e rfu l p ic tu r e  of d e -I
b auched  p a s s io n  that is  quite h is  own and that w a s  v i t a l iz e d  no doubt
by the m e m o r y  of Edw ard I l l ' s  l a s t  y e a r s :
C iru s  the king t ira n t  s c h e  tok,
And on ly  w ith h ir e  good ly  lok  
Sche m a d e  h im  d eb o n a ire  and m e k e ,
And be the chyn and be  the ch ek e  
Sche lu ggeth  h im  r ih t a s  hir l i s t e ,
That nou s c h e  jap eth , nou s c h e  k is te ,
And doth w ith h im  what e v e r e  h ir  liketh;
Whan that s c h e  lou re th ,;  thanne he s ik e th ,
And whan s c h e  g ladeth , he is  glad:
And thus th is  king w as  o v er  lad  
With h ir e  w hich  h is  le m m a n  w a s .
(CA, VII, 1889-1899. )
But Gower w as  no m is o g y n is t .  If he w as independent of c o u r t ly  r u le s  
w hen he  c h o s e  to b e ,  he w as  eq u a lly  f r e e  of that d is t r u s t  of w o m a n ­
kind that w a s  so  c h a r a c t e r i s t ic  of one a s p e c t  of m e d ie v a l  thought.
T hus, w hen he has d is p o se d  of A p e m ea  and C ir u s ,  he  p r o c e e d s  to  
add a s to r y  that he did not find in 3 E s d r a s - - t h a t  of A lc e s t e ,  w h o se  
lo v e  s a v e s  her  hu sb an d 's  l i f e  at the c o s t  o f  her  own. And he co n c lu d es  
the a rg u m en t  w ith one of th o se  b a la n ced  and r e a s o n a b le  qp in ions so  
ty p ic a l  of h im , iin w hich  n e ith er  God nor n a tu re  i s  d isp la ced :
So m a i a m an  be r e s o n  ta s t e ,
Hou n ex t  a fter  the god above
The trou the  of w o m m en  and the lo v e ,
In whom  that a l le  g r a c e  is  founde,
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Is m y h t ie s t  upon th is  grounde  
And m o s t  b e h o v e ly  m anyfo ld .
(CA, VII, 1943-48 . )
A fter  th is  he re tu rn s  to 3 E s d r a s  for the f in a l p ron ou n cem en t in
w hich  truth  is  announced as the m ig 'h t ie s t  of ea r th ly  p o w e r s .  But
the p oet  turns the g e n e r a l iz a t io n s  about truth  into one m o r e  b it  of
a d v ice  for the w ayw ard  and not v e r y  tr u s tw o rth y  king. Truth
should  be "the f e r s t e  point in o b se r v a n c e "  by a r u le r ,
F o r  ther upon the ground is  le id  
Of e v e r y  k in ges  r e g im e n t ,
As thing w hich  m o s t  con ven ien t  
Is for to s e t te  a king in even e  
Bothe in th is  w orld  and ek in h ev en e .
(CA, VII, 1 9 8 0 -8 4 .)
G ow er's  additions to h is  s o u r c e  m a te r ia l  a r e  in n u m era b le .  
S om e e x a m p le s  of th e s e  additions have b een  m en tion ed  above as  a 
n e c e s s a r y  p art of the d i s c u s s io n  of h is  u s e s  of d e le t io n  and r e ­
a r r a n g e m e n t  in the t a l e s .  A few  additional e x a m p le s  w i l l  s e r v e  tp 
i l lu s tr a te  t h e s e  o r ig in a l  tou ch es  w hich o ccu r  in e v e r y  s to r y .  F o r  
e x a m p le ,  th e r e  is  the  ta le  of Jephthah's daughter (IV, 1505-1814) 
w hich  Gower took  from  Judges x i.  In the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis  the  
the s to r y  is  u sed  as an ex em p lu m  of the s in  of n e g l ig e n c e ,  that i s ,  
of sh irk in g  the r e s p o n s ib i l i t i e s  of lo v e .  Gower s e iz e d  on the e a r ly  
death  of Jephthah's daughter (the fu lf i l lm en t  of her  fa th e r 's  r a s h  
vow) a s  the p r e te x t  for build ing  h is  own s to r y  around her v ir g in a l  
p r o c r a s t in a t io n ,  an e le m e n t  s c a r c e ly  h inted  at in the B ib l ic a l
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a ccount. The p oet d is p e n s e s  w ith a ll  the  d e ta i l s  that exp la in  
Jephthah's w ar w ith the A m m o n ite s  and c o n c e n tr a te s  on the vow  he  
m a k e s - - t h a t  if  he w ins he w il l  s a c r i f i c e  to God the f i r s t  p e r s o n  that
i
he m e e t s  on h is  re tu rn . G ow er then ig n o r e s  a ll  the d e s c r ip t io n  of  
the b a tt le  but d w e lls  in s tea d  on the v ic to r io u s  k in g 's  con fron tation  
of h is  unwed daughter who h as c o m e  out from  the c i ty  to m e e t  him  
and i s ,  of c o u r s e ,  the  f i r s t  p e r s o n  he s e e s .  It i s  an in te r e s t in g  in ­
s igh t  into the hum ane n a tu re  of Gower the m an  as  w e l l  a s  into the  
a r t i s t r y  of G ow er the poet to  note what he d o es  w ith  the r e m a in d e r  
of h is  s to r y .  The rea d er  should  b ea r  in m ind  that Jephthah's  
daughter is  the r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  of a type of sin; h o w e v e r ,  h er  s in  
is  of a kind that h a rm s  only  the one who c o m m its  it. P e r h a p s  for  
th is  r e a s o n ,  the poet ig n o r e s  the opportunity  to m ak e  the g ir l  haughty  
and co ld ,  the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  w e w ould  ex p ec t  to find in one who h old s  
h er  v ir g in ity  p roo f  even  a g a in s t  the duty of m a r r ia g e .  In stead , he  
s t r e s s e s  the pathos of the s itu a tion , f i r s t  in the d e s c r ip t io n  of the  
fa th e r 's  h o rro r :
. . . whan I cam tow ard  th is  p la c e  
Ther w as non g la d d ere  m an  than I:
But now, m i  lo r d ,  al so d e in l i  
Mi jo ie  i s  torn^d into so r w e ,
F o r  I m i dow hter s c h a l  to m o rw e  
T oh ew e and b ren n e  in thi s e r v i s e  
To lo e n g e  of thi s a c r i f i s e  
Thurgh m in  avou, so as it i s .
(CA, IV, 1 5 4 3 -4 9 .)
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And then in the e x c e l le n t  l in e s  that d e s c r ib e  the g ir l ' s  rea c t io n :
The M aiden, whan s c h e  w is t e  of th is ,
And s ih  the^sorw e h ir  fader m a d e ,
So as  s c h e  m a i  w ith  w o rd es  g lad e  
C om fortheth  h im , and bad h im  holde  
The coven an t w hich  he i s  holde  
T o w a rd es  god, a s  he beh ih te .
Bot n a th e le s  h ir e  h e r te  a flih te  
Of that sc h e  s ih  h ir e  deth com en de;
And thanne unto the ground k nelend e  
T o fo re  h ir  fad er  s c h e  is  fa l le ,
And se ith ,  so  as it is  b e fa l le  
Upon th is  point that s c h e  sc h a l  d e ie ,
Of o thing f e r s t  s c h e  w old e  h im  p r e ie ,
That fou rty  d a ie s  of r e s p i t  
He w old e  h ir  g ran te  upon th is  p lit ,
That s c h e  the w hy le  m a i  b ew ep e  
H ir m aid en h od , w h ich  s c h e  to kepe  
So lo n g e  hath had ard noght b ese t ;
W herof her  lu s t i  youthe is  le t ,
That s c h e  no c h i ld r e n  hath forth d raw e  
In M a r ia g e  a fter  the la w e ,
So that the p eo p le  i s  noght e n c r e s s e d .
(CA, IV, 1550-7L )
G ow er h as  in deed  m ad e  h is  poin t. No ran ting  or denouncing could
h ave  a c h ie v e d  the s a m e  e f fe c t .  In t h e s e  few  l in e s  the s e n s e  of
t im e  i r r e c o v e r a b ly  lo s t  i s  stated w ith a s im p le  e lo q u en ce  that has
few  c o u n terp a r ts  in fo u r te e n th -c e n tu r y  E n g lish  l i t e r a tu r e .  It is
39the old  th e m e ,  "Beauty p a s s e s ,  youth 's  undone, " but e x p r e s s e d  
in  a m o r a l  con tex t  that a c tu a lly  adds depth to the ly r ic  n ote .  In 
the B ib le  th is  sa m e  in c id ent  had b een  c h a r a c te r iz e d  by the m a id e n 's
J
d ig n if ied  s u b m is s io n  to h er  fate; G ow er has r e c r e a te d  the m om en t
in an e n t ir e ly  d if fere n t ,  far m o r e  poignant m ood .
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The p o e t 's  o r ig in a l ity  o p e r a te s  in a d iffern t  way in the s to ry  
of A th em as  and D em eph on  (III, 1757-1856) w h e r e  he is  in te r e s te d
I
in a ra t io n a l ra th er  than an em otion a l m e a n s  of d ea lin g  w ith the
point he w is h e s  to m a k e . The g en era l  th em e  i s  con tek  and h o m ic id e ,
40and G ow er has drawn h is  s to r y  from  the R om an de T r o ie .  The  
s p e e c h  of N e s to r ,  w hich  d ’s s u a d e s  the two k in gs  from  w reak in g  
v e n g e a n c e  on th e ir  f a i th le s s  su b je c ts ,  is  for the m o s t  p art G ow er's  
own in terp olation ; it  r e f l e c t s  h is  t e m p e r a te n e s s  and h atred  of w ar.  
What w ould a ll  the b lood sh ed  a c h ie v e ,  he h as N e s to r  a sk  the h o t ­
headed  k in g s ,
If that no p eo p le  in londe w ere;
. . .  it w e r e  a w onder w ie r d e  
To sen  a k ing b e c o m e  an h ier d e ,
Wher no l i f  i s  bot only  b e s te  
Under the l i e g a n c e  of h is  h e s te .
(C A , III, 1818-22. )
The a d v ice  is  w e l l  taken , the k ings and th e ir  su b jec ts  a r e  r e c o n c i le d ,  
and G ow er has the ch an ce  to in s e r t  one of h is  s e v e r a l  pointed r e ­
f e r e n c e s  to a s o v e r e ig n ' s  n eed  of good co u n se l:
The k in ges  w e r e  ay e in  r e c e iv e d ,
And p es  w a s  take and w rathhe w e iv ed ,
And a lithurgh  c o n s e i l  w hich  w as godd  
Of him  that r e s o n  understod .
(CA, III, 1 8 5 3 -5 6 .)
But G ow er w as capable  of em end ations  far m o r e  e la b o r a te  than th e s e .
When he c h o s e ,  he could  so  c o m p le te ly  r e fu r b is h  an old  s to r y  that
/
it  b e c a m e  so m  thing e n t ir e ly  new . Such is  the  c a s e  w ith the ta le
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of Iphis and A ra x a ra th en  w hich  the p oet found in O vid 's  M e ta m o r ­
p h o s e s .  B r ie f ly ,  the O vidian accoun t is  as  fo l lo w s:  a youth of c o m ­
m on  b ir th , Iphis by n a m e ,  is  u n requ ited ly  in lo v e  w ith  a p r in c e s s ,  
A n a x a r e te .  A ll  h is  w oo ing  is  in va in  and he is  f in a lly  d r iven  to the  
e x tr e m ity  of s u ic id e .  He hangs h im s e l f  from  the b eam  above the  
m a id e n 's  d o o r ,  but not b e fo r e  he has b it te r ly  a c c u s e d  her of being  
hard of h ea r t  and has c a l le d  on the gods to r e m e m b e r  h is  death for 
lo v e .  A fter  he has hanged h im s e l f  h is  fe e t  b eat a g a in s t  the d oor ,  
w hich  f l i e s  open. The s e r v a n ts  of the h o u se  cut down the body and 
d e l iv e r  it to h is  m o th e r ,  who m ou rn fu lly  p r e p a r e s  it for b u r ia l.
The fu n era l  p r o c e s s io n  m o v e s  through the s t r e e t s  of the c i ty  and 
p a s s e s  n ea r  the hou’s e  of the h e a r t l e s s  A n a x a r e te .  A god im p e ls  
her  to look  out the w indow , and w hen he e y e s  l igh t  on the b ie r ,  her  
body s t if fe n s  and sh e  b e c o m e s  in fact  a f i g p r e  m ad e  of s to n e .  Ovid  
c i t e s  as p roo f  of h is  s to r y  the te m p le  at .S a la m is ,  w h e r e  the s ta tue ,  
c a l le d  "The V enus Who L ooks Out the W indow, " s t i l l  s t a n d s . ^
In O vid  th is  s to r y  is  one of the s t r a ta g e m s  w h e reb y  V ertu m m u s  
attem p ts  to sed u ce  P o m o n a ,  and its  m o r a l ,  su ch  a s  it  i s ,  is  that a 
young m a id  should  avo id  c o ld -h e a r te d n e s s .  G ow er m ig h t  have told
I
the ta le  w ithout changing it m u ch  under the head ing of n e g l ig e n c e .  
In stead  he u s e s  it in the fourth  book (3 5 15-3684)  w h e r e  G enius is  
d e s c r ib in g  d e s p a ir ,  the la s t  su b d iv is io n  of the s in  of s lo th .  The
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p o e t 's  to le r a n c e  of human fr a i l ty  has a lr ea d y  b een  noted , a s  w e l l
a s  h is  g ift for accen tu atin g  the pathos of a s itu ation . In th is  s to ry ,
/
h aving  e s c h e w e d  the o r ig in a l  m o r a l ,  he d e c id e s  to w in  our s y m ­
p a th ies  for  both p r o ta g o n is t s ,  not ju st  the h e r o .  His f i r s t  step  in  
a ch ie v in g  th is  a im  i s  to r e v e r s e  the c a s t e  of Iphis and A raxara th en ,  
th ereb y  f r e e in g  th e  h e r o in e  from  the s in  of too g r e a t  p r id e  in her  
own s o c ia l  p o s it io n .  It is  the h o p e le s s . l o v e r  who is  now of noble  
birth  and the m a id  who is  "of lou  a sta t .  " Gower im p l ie s  that her  
r e t i c e n c e  is  due to the u nbrid geab le  gulf that l i e s  b e tw een  th e ir  d i f ­
f e r e n t  ranks in the s o c ia l  s c a le .  In lo v in g  h e r ,  Iphis " exced eth  the  
m e a s u r e /  Of r e s o n  . . . "
He w as w ith lo v e  unwys c o n s tr e ig n e d ,
And sc h e  w ith r e s o u n  w as r e s tr e ig n e d :
The lu s t e s  of h is  h e r te  he su ie th ,
And sc h e  for d red e  sc h a m e  e sch u ie th ,
And as  sc h e  s c h o ld e ,  tok good h iede  
To s a v e  and kepe h ir  w om m an h iede .
And thus the thing stod  in debat  
B etw en  h is  lu s t  and h ir e  a s ta t .
(CA, IV, 3 5 2 9 - 3 6 . )
Not on ly  the c i r c u m s ta n c e s  but the m ood  a r e  u tter ly  d if feren t
fro m  O vid 's  su a v e  and a m o r a l  account. It should  be noted , how -
/
e v e r ,  that G ow er d oes  not s e t  h im s e l f  up as  a judge. He is  too w is e
and too human to indulge in pulpit h i s t r io n ic s .  Iphis i s  r a s h  but he
\
cannot help  loving; and A raxara th en , who is  s u b m is s iv e  both to the
J  '  '
la w s  of C h r is t ia n  m o r a l i ty  and s o c ia l  c u s to m , is  not to be b lam ed
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for  r e fu s in g  th is  too ardent su ito r .  The m o r a l  im p lic a t io n s  of the  
s itu a tion  a r e  fe l t  throughout t h e s e  l in e s ;  yet h e r e ,  as a lm o s t  e v e r y -
f
w h e re  in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n t is ,  the  im p u ls e  to con d em n , w hich  is
the m o s t  r e p e l l in g  a s p e c t  of d id a ct ic  l i t e r a tu r e ,  i s  happily  a b sen t .
The p oet is  so c a r e fu l  to p r e s e r v e  a C h r is t ia n  sym path y  for h is
h ero  that he p r e p a r e s  for  h is  s u ic id e  by h avin g  h im  leflse h is  rea so n :
. . .  he thurgh s tren g th e  of lo v e  la s s e t h  
H is w it ,  and r e s o u n  o v e r p a s s e th .
(CA, IV, 3 5 4 5 - 4 6 . )
The r e a d e r  is  f r e  e to hope that the unhappy lo v e r  w il l  at l e a s t  not
be  condem ned  o u t-o f -h a n d  to h e l l .  The p oet a ls o  in c r e a s e s  the pathos
of Iphis' la s t  so l i lo q u y  by adding d e ta i l s  that a r e  not found in Ovid,
and by a lto g eth er  r e c a s t in g  the s p e e c h  i t s e l f .  In Ovid, Iphis' la s t
d e s p a ir in g  c r y  s e e m s  to be  a ra th er  public p e r fo r m a n c e .  N ot so
in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n t is ,  w h e r e  the lo v e r  c o m e s  to the g a te s  of
A ra x a ra th en 's  h o u se  at night:
The nyht w as d erk , th er  sch on  no M one.
And w ith  th is  w ofu ll w ord , 'H elas  !'
H is e  d ed li  p le in te s  he began  
So s t i l l e  that ther  w as  nom an  
It h erd e .
(CA, IV, 3551, 3 5 5 4 - 5 7 . )
As for the s p e e c h  i t s e l f ,  no resume" can do j u s t i c e  to the  c o n tr a s t  
b etw een  the h a r sh  d e f ia n c e  of the O vidian  o r ig in a l  and the b r o k e n ­
s p ir i t e d n e s s  o f  G o w er 's  m o r e  b e l ie v a b le  v e r s io n .  The r e a d er  m a y
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c o n su lt  the tr a n s la t io n  of Ovid and the p a s s a g e  from  the C o n fe ss io
A m a n tis  w hich  fo llow  and s e e  for h im s e l f  how cap ab ly  G ow er has  
d eep en ed  the pathos of the s c e n e  without r e a l ly  v io la t in g  the content  
of  h is  s o u r c e :
Ovid
. . . 'You w in, A n a x a r e te !
I bother you no m o r e :  r e j o i c e ,  and tr ium ph,
Sing your H o sa n n a s ,  crow n  your head with la u r e l .
You w in, and I am glad to d ie .  B e  happy,
You of the iron  h e a r t !  And s t i l l  you m u st  
F ind  so m eth in g  in m y  lo v e  to p r a is e ,  so m e  fea tu re  
B y w hich  I p le a s e  you, so m e  ack now ledged  m e r i t .  
R e m e m b e r  that I lo v e d  you, and m y  lo v e  
Endured as  long  as I l iv e d ,  and that I su ffered  
A double b l in d n e s s .  It w il l  berno rum or  
That c o m e s  to t e l l  you of m y  death: I, Iphis,
Shall be th e r e ,  you w il l  s e e  m e; f e a s t  your e y e s  
Upon m y  l i f e l e s s  body. And if, O god s ,
You s e e . t h e  d eed s  of m o r t a ls ,  r e m e m b e r  m e'!
My tongue can  p ra y  no m o r e .  But t e l l  m y  s to ry  
In f a r - o f f  t im e s ,  and what m y  l i f e  is  lo s in g  
Add to m y  f a m e ! ^
Gower
'Ha, thou m i  w ofull lad i d ie r e ,
W hich d u e l le s t  w ith  thi fader h ie r e  
And s le p e s t  in thi bedd at e s e ,
Thou w o st  nothing of m y  d e s e s e ,
How thou and I be now unmete.,
Ha lo r d , what s w e v e n e  sch a lt  thou m e te ,
What d r e m e s  h a s t  thou nou on honde?
Thou s l e p e s t  th e r e ,  and I h ie r  stonde.
Thogh I no deth to the d e s e r v e ,
H ier  sc h a l  I for  thi lo v e  s t e r v e ,
H ier  sc h a l  a k in ges  Sone dye  
F o r  lo v e  and for no fe lon ie;
Wher thou th ero f  have jo ie  or so r w e ,
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H ier sch a lt  thou s e  m e  ded to m o r w e .
O h e r te  hard  aboven  a l le ,  i
T his  deth, 'w hich sch a l  to m e  b e fa l le  
F o r  that thou w olt noght do m e  g r a c e ,
Yit s ch a l  be to ld  in m an y a p la c e ,
Hou I am ded for lo v e  and trouthe  
In thi d e fa lte  and in thi s louthe:
Thi D aunger sch a l  to m an ye  m o  
E n sa m p le  be for e v e r e m o ,
Whan th e i  m y  w ofull deth r e c o r d e .  1
(CA, IV, 3 5 6 9 -9 1 .)
The ev en ts  that fo l lo w  the death of Iphis a re  m o r e  d ir e c t ly
changed  by the E n g lish  poet.  A raxara th en , when she s e e s  the body
of her  r e je c te d  lo v e r ,  is  o v e r c o m e  w ith s e l f - r e p r o a c h .  "Sche
takth upon h ir s e l f  the gilt" (IV, 3609) and d e l ib e r a te ly  a sk s  for
pu n ish m en t. The gods , m o tiv a ted  m o r e  by p ity  than v e n g e a n c e ,
.i \
turn her to s tone . The m o r e  te c h n ic a l ly  m inded  am ong the p o e t 's  
r e a d e r s  m a y  w onder what has happened to the e le m e n t  of C h r is t ian  
m o r a l i ty .  Gower has b een  ca re fu l to s t r e s s  the r ig h tn e s s  of the  
g ir l ' s  r e f u s a l s .  N ow  it  w ould se e m  that both the p oet and the h ero in e  
had b een  w rong after a ll  and that what w e a r e  confronted  w ith is  a 
rec a n ta t io n ,  or at any ra te  a d ich o tom y  in th e  m o r a l  p u rp o se  of  
the ta le .  The only  a n sw er  that can be m ad e  to such  h a ir - s p l i t t in g
4
i s  that the d ich otom y, su ch  as  it  i s ,  e x i s t s  in l i f e .  The s to r y ,  if
anything, ga ins  from  the in c o n s is te n c y .  It had indeed  b een  r ight
\  ■' > 
for A raxara th en  to r e s i s t  Iphis. But now it i s  a ls o  r ight that she
should  su ffe r ,  having b een  her s e l f  the caus e of su ffer in g .  The
v ir tu e s  of ch a s t ity  and ch ar ity  have b een  in  th is  c a s e  ir r e c o n c i la b le .
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The unhappiness  of A ra x a ra th en  m u s t  be  s e e n  as p roo f  of the v e r y  
in f le x ib i l i ty  of the two o p p o sin g  la w s .  We a r e  not a sk ed  to w it ­
n e s s  anything as m o d ern  as the b reakdow n of a b so lu te  la w s  b e fo r e  
the s p e c ta c le  of too m u ch  su ffe r in g .  R ath er ,  w e a r e  ex p ec te d  to 
s e e  the in terd ep en d en ce  of s in  and s in . A ra x a ra th en  has b e c o m e  
gu ilty  of h a r d -h e a r te d n e s s  b e c a u s e  Iphis had b een  gu ilty  of too  
s tro n g  a p a s s io n .  He cou ld  not help  h im s e l f ,  nor could  she; the  
im p e r fe c t io n  is  a ten d en cy  tow ard  e x c e s s ,  a p art of the hum an c o n ­
d it ion , and hum an b e in g s  m u st  su ffer  b e c a u s e  of it . H o w ev er ,  the  
p e r fe c t io n  of the a b so lu te  m o r a l  la w  is  not to be q u estio n ed  on that 
accoun t. We have to do h e r e  w ith  a d e c id e ly  m e d ie v a l  w ay of lo o k ­
ing at th in g s ,  but w ithin  that l im ita t io n  of t im e  and p la c e  the point  
of v ie w  is  su ff ic ie n t ly  profound, and G ow er c o p e s  w ith  it  ad m ira b ly .  
He su m s  the m a tte r  up when h e  d e v i s e s  an epitaph to m a r k  the p la c e  
w h e re  Iphis l i e s  entom bed  b e low  the s ton e  im a g e  of A raxara th en :
'He w a s  to n e y s s h e  and sc h e  to  hard.
B e  w ar fo r th i  h ier a fte rw a r d ;
Ye m e n  and w o m m en  bothe tuo,
E n sa m p le th  you of that w a s  tho . 1
(CA, IV 681-84 . )
T he fo reg o in g  e x a m p le s  w i l l  s u f f ic e  to in d ica te  how adaptive  
our poet could  be  in h is  app roach  to the m a t e r ia l  he used . He 
u su a l ly  c h o s e  h is  s o u r c e s  in te l l ig e n t ly ,  w ith  h is  own p u r p o se s  in  
v ie w . He did not h e s i ta te  to d e le te  in c id en ts  that s e e m e d  to him  
ir r e le v a n t  and to a rr a n g e  o th e r s  into a m o r e  m ean in gfu l n a r r a t iv e
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p attern . Often enough he was m o tiv a ted  in th e s e  ch an ges  by the  
d e s i r e  to e m p h a s iz e  a m o r a l  d if fere n t  from  the m o r a l  he found in 
h is  so u r c e .  H o w ev er ,  th e r e  a r e  m any other o c c a s io n s  when h is  
on ly  p u rp o se  is  to t igh ten  and stren g th en  the s tr u c tu r e  of his own 
a ccount. E ven  m o r e  im p ortan t ,  the p oet w as cap ab le  of c r e a t in g  
w h olly  o r ig in a l  d e ta i l s  and in c id en ts  that u su a lly  add to the m ean in g  
of h is  s t o r ie s  and that a r e  often  e s th e t ic a l ly  sa t is fy in g  in th e ir  own
r igh t  and w ithout r e g a r d  to any p r a c t ic a l  p u rp o se  they  m a y  s e r v e
\
in the context of the t a le s .
It i s  tru e ,  of c o u r s e ,  that G o w er 's  s t o r ie s  can no lon ger
\
be r ea d  w ith  the sa m e  s a t is fa c t io n  they  afforded  the p o e t 's  au d ien ce  
in h is  own t im e .  To our m o r e  c o m p le x  ta s t e s  t h e s e  n a r r a t iv e s  
m u s t  often  s e e m  too an ecd o ta l ,  ta le s  of in c ident m o r e  than of 
e x p e r ie n c e .  It i s  to b e  hoped that th e  e x a m p le s  c ited  above m a y
I
have  in d ica ted  that the p oet w as  quite ab le  to d e s c r ib e  an em otion ,  
a s ta te  of m ind, when the o c c a s io n  req u ir ed .  But it  is  action  that  
he p r e f e r s  to r e p r e s e n t  m o s t  o f t e n - - t h e  pattern  of ev en ts  unfolding  
b e fo r e  the ey e .  It could  a lm ost be sa id  that he l e t s  ea ch  s to r y  t e l l
i t s e l f .  G enius m a y  m ak e  p ron ou n cem en ts  at beg inn in g  and end,
)
but one r a r e ly  c o m e s  upon a d ig r e s s io n ,  an ex p o s it io n ,  even  an 
u n n e c e s s a r y  d e sc r ip t io n ,  on ce  a n a r r a t iv e  has begun. With on ly  
a fe w  e x c e p t io n s ,  the s t o r ie s  a re  m a r v e l s  of c o m p a c tn e s s ;  they
s e e m  even  m o r e  so  when one c o n s id e r s  how  often  the s t o r ie s  to ld  
by h is  c o n te m p o r a r ie s ,  in c lud ing  C hau cer ,  a r e  m a r r e d  by v i o l a ­
t ion s  of the r u le s  of n a r r a t iv e  continuity . Gower is  lo y a l  to h is  
s to r y ,  and, as Isak  D in e s e n  o n ce  w ro te ,  when that is  the  c a s e  the  
s i l e n c e  s o m e t im e s  sp ea k s  for  i t s e l f .  Often enough in the Gon-  
f e s s i o  A m an tis  the s i l e n c e  d oes  speak . The poet has in abundance  
that in s t in c t iv e  r e l ia n c e  on the a b il i ty  of the r e a d e r  to f i l l  in what is  
le f t  u n s a id - - i f  the s to ry  is  w e l l - t o l d - - t h a t  is  an in h e r ita n c e  from  
an o ld er  and m o r e  h e r o ic  kind of s to r y te l l in g  than that w hich  w as  
in fa sh io n  even  in the p o e t 's  own day.
C H A P T E R  VI
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VII
GOWER'S PO ETIC  CRAFTSM ANSH IP
G ow er could  h a rd ly  have  b een  l e s s  o r ig in a l  in h is  ch o ic e  
of v e r s e  form  for  the C o n fe s s io  A m a n t i s ; he had h im s e l f  em p loyed  
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for its  u se .  In England, C h au cer ,  am ong o th e r s ,  had em p lo y ed  it ,  
notab ly  in the B ook of the D u c h e ss  and the H ou se  of F a m e . H ow ­
e v e r ,  it w as m o r e  im p ortan t  a s  far as G ow er w as  co n c e r n e d  that  
the m e te r  w as  one of the fa v o r ite  m e a s u r e s  of the F r e n c h  p o e t s ,
f
p o l is h e d  during its  c e n tu r ie s  of u se  by su ch  w r i t e r s  a s  C h retien  
de T r o ie s ,  G u illaum e de L o r r i s ,  Jean  de Meun, G uillaum e M achaut,  
and F r o i s s a r t .  It w as  a lso  the v e r s e  of the O vide M o r a l is e  and 
other r e l ig io u s ly  o r ien te d  p o e m s .  A ll  th ings c o n s id e r e d ,  it  w ould  
have b een  s u r p r is in g  had G ow er c h o sen  o th e r w is e .  F o r  a l l  its  
u n o r ig in a lity ,  h is  c h o ic e  is  one m o r e  e x a m p le  of h is  b o u n d less  
but cau tiou s  good s e n s e .  The C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  was to be h is  
f i r s t  e x p e r im e n t  in the p oetic  u se  of E n g lish ,  a lan gu age  s t i l l  un­
fo r m e d  and unsure of i t s e l f .  A s w e sh a ll  s e e ,  Gower w as  to d i s ­
c ip l in e  it and fo r c e  it to do h is  bidding to an extent that C haucer
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h im s e l f  could  not a lw a y s  s u r p a s s .  But, unlike C h au cer , Gower  
w a s c a r e fu l  to s e t  l im it s  to h is  e x p e r im e n t .  He w as not in ­
t e r e s t e d  in new  v e r s e  fo r m s;  the old m o ld s  w ould  do for the new
su b je c t s .  In u s in g  th em , the poet w a s ,  of c o u r s e ,  dating h im s e l f
/
on th is  count a s  on o th e r s .  He w as the la s t  m ajor  E n g lish  poet to 
w ork  in th is  p r im a r i ly  F r e n c h  m e t r ic a l  trad it ion .  He used  the in ­
h e r i ta n c e  w e ll  but he had no s u c c e s s o r s  w orthy  of the n am e.
In the Mir our Gower had used  the o c to s y l la b ic  v e r s e  in 
tw e lv e . l in e  s ta n z a s ,  a co m m o n  form  am ong F r e n c h  w r ite r s  of 
m o r a l  p o e m s .   ^ The rh y m e  s c h e m e  he had em p loyed  w as aab, aab, 
baa , baa, w hich  r eq u ir ed  but two s e t s  of r h y m e s  for a s in g le  
starza . Both  the m ethod  of rh ym in g  and the tw e lv e  l in e  stanza  
w e r e  out of the q u estion  in the c a s e  of the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  w h e re  
the l e s s  reg u la r  s tr u c tu r a l  p attern , not to m en tion  the r e q u ir e m e n ts  
of the E n g lish  lan gu age ,  m ad e  n e c e s s a r y  a f r e e r  s ty le .  The o c to -  
sy l la b ic  cou p let  w as the obvious so lu tion . A few  g e n e r a l iz a t io n s  
can  be m a d e  about th is  v e r s e  fo r m , for and a g a in s t  its  use:  it 
le n d s  i t s e l f  to p o e tr y  in w hich  a s e n s e  of sw ift  m o v e m e n t  is  an
im p ortan t  e lem en t;  the d e s c r ip t io n  of ex ter n a l  e v e n ts ,  a c t io n s ,
.1
and s c e n e s  - -an yth in g , in a w ord , that can be apprehended by the  
f iv e  s e n s e s - - d o e s  w il l  in th is  m e te r .  With r eg a r d  to human sp e e c h ,  
it  is  su ita b le  for the n eed s  of d ec la m a tio n  or exh orta tion  but it  is  
not as suitableaBa m e a n s  of c r e a t in g  the i l lu s io n  of ord inary
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c o n v e r s a t io n .  M o re  tr o u b le s o m e  than th is ,  h o w e v e r ,  i s  the in ­
adequacy of o c to s y l la b ic s  for. the p u rp ose  of rep ro d u c in g  su b jec t iv e  
or in ter io r  e x p e r ie n c e .  In p a r t ic u la r ,  em o tio n s  have v e r y  l i t t le  
ro o m  for a m p lif ica t io n  w ithin  the l im it s  of eight s y l la b le  l in e s ;  
th e r e  is  not m uch  opportunity  to w ork  in the ex tra  nuance that is  
so  often  n eeded . F u r th e r m o r e ,  the r e p r e se n ta t io n  of a s ta te  of  
m ind  or an em otion  is  dependent on the tem p o as  w e l l  as  the actual  
m ea n in g s  of the word; the rhythm  of the l in e  m u st  o b v io u s ly  evoke
the m ood. The o c to s y l la b ic  cou p let  m o v e s  v e r y  sw ift ly ,  a fact
!
w hich  would s e e m  to m ak e  it an u n d e s ira b le  form  for the d ep ic t ion  
of su b jec ts  req u ir in g  a s lo w  p a ce .  H ere ,  then, is  the g r e a te s t  
d iff icu lty  w hich th is  v e r s e  form  p r e s e n ts :  it w ants a lw a y s  to b reak  
into a ga llop , and in the hands of m o s t  w r i t e r s  that is  p r e c i s e l y  
what it  d o e s .  The m e te r  la c k s  f le x ib il i ty ;  it is  a lm o s t  i r r e p r e s s ib ly
I 4 ,
a l le g r o ,  w hether the s ituation  d e s c r ib e d  c a l l s  for the rapid  p a ce  or  
.not. This in f le x ib i l i ty ,  apart from  its  in a p p r o p r ia te n e ss  to the  
sub jec t  m a tte r ,  en co u r a g e s  the p o s s ib i l i t y  of m onotony . On th is  
point, h o w e v er ,  a d is t in c t io n  should be urged  b e tw een  rhythm  and 
m e te r .  It i s  the rapid  r e c u r r e n c e  of the r h y m e s  w ith in  the cou p le ts  
m o r e  than the rhythm i t s e l f  w hich m a k es  o c to s y l la b ic s  p a r t ic u la r ly  
v u ln era b le  to the ch arge , of m onotony. A part from  th is ,  a s lo w  
m e a s u r e  u sed  in a p en ta m eter  l in e  can be equally  m onotonous if  
u sed  r e l e n t le s s ly .  Our point h e r e  is  that too m u ch  h as b een  m ad e
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of the "galloping" and m onotonou s quality  of the o c to s y l la b ic  m e te r .  
It i s  tr u e  that it r e q u ir e s  c o n s id e r a b le  s k i l l  to "rein  it in" and to 
g iv e  v a r ie ty  to its  rhythm , but it  can  be done.
The above g e n e r a l iz a t io n s  h ave  e m p h a s iz e d  the n eg a t iv e  a s ­
p e c ts  of the o c to s y l la b ic  v e r s e .  With t h e s e  in m in d  it is  in te r e s t in g  
to note  how, and how s u c c e s s fu l ly ,  G ow er c o p e s  with th em .
That the m e te r  in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis  d o e s  at t im e s  p r o ­
duce a m on otonous  e f fe c t  is  h ard ly  su b jec t  for  d eb ate .  One ex a m p le  
of G ow er at h is  m o s t  m e d io c r e  w il l  s e r v e  for  a su ff ic ie n t  num ber  
of o t h e r s :
The proude v ic e  of v e in e  g lo r ie  
R e m e m b r e th  noght of p u r g a to ir e ,
H is w o r ld e s  jo y e s  ben so g r e te ,
Him  thenkth of h ev en e  no b eyete ;
T his  l i v e s  P o m p e  is  a l h is  p es: '
Yit s c h a l  he d e ie  n a th e le s ,
And th e r o f  thenkth he bot a l i t e ,
F o r  al h is  lu s t  is  to d e l i te  
In n ew e  th in g e s ,  proude and v e in e ,
A ls  fe r fo r th  a s  h e  m a i  a tte ig n e .
(CA, I, 2681-90 . )
T he frequent e n d - l in e  p a u s e s ,  the u n im a g in a t iv e n e ss  of the w o r d ­
ing, the r e g u la r ity  o f  the a cce n t  and the m id - l in e  p a u se ,  a l l  c o m ­
b ined  w ith  the in tr in s ic  d u l ln e s s  of the thought e x p r e s s e d ,  c r e a te  
an en erv a t in g ,  c o l o r l e s s  e f fec t .  The C o n f e s s o r ' s  p o m p o sity ,  
w hich  is  at o ther t im e s  not dull, has h e r e  c r e p t  into the p o e t 's  
own v o ic e .
T h ere  a r e ,  as  h as b een  sa id ,  a c o n s id e r a b le  num ber of such
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p a s s a g e s  in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n t is .  And yet,  the r e a l ly  r e m a r k ­
ab le  thing is  that in th is  im m e n s e  poem  th e r e  a r e  not m o r e  of th em .  
The fact  is  that G ow er had an e x c e e d in g ly  good ear; r a r e ly  did he  
p e r s i s t  v e r y  long  in w r it in g  l in e s  l ik e  th o se  ju s t  quoted. They m u st  
h ave  begun to s tr ik e  h im  as t i r e s o m e  a lm o s t  as quick ly  a s  they  do 
us. T hus, for ex a m p le ,  the above p a s s a g e  i s  fo l lo w ed  by th is  one:
I tro w e ,  if  that he m yh te  m ak e  
His body n e w e ,  he w olde take  
A n ew e  fo r m e  and le v e  h is  o lde:
F o r  what thing that he m a i b eh o ld e ,
The w hich  to com un us is  s tr a n g e ,
Anon h is  o lde  g u is e  change  
He w o le  and fa l le  thereupon ,
L ich  unto the C a m elio n ,
W hich upon e v e r y  so n d r i hew e  
That he beholt  he m o s te  new e  
His c o lo u r ,  and thus unavis ed 
F u lo fte  t im e  he stant d e s g u is e d .
Mor jo l i f  than the birid in M aii 
He m akth h im  e v e r e  f r e i s s h  and gay,
And doth al h is  a r r a y  d e s q u is e ,
So that of h im  the new e g u ise  
Of lu s t i  fo lk  a l le  o th re  take;
And ek he can c a r o l l e s  m ak e ,
R ondeal, balade and v ir e la i .
(CA, I, 2691-2709 . )
T h e se  l in e s  a re  by no m ea n s  Gower at h is  b e s t ,  but they  a r e  m o r e  
r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  of him  than the j ing lin g  on es  w hich  they  s u c c e e d .  
T hey a ls o  have the v ir tu e  of contain ing a num ber of the d e v ic e s  that 
the p oet r e g u la r ly  u s e s  to v a r y  h is  v e r s e .  It should be noted f ir s t  
of a ll  that v io la t io n s  of the s y l la b ic  ru le  or ir r e g u la r i t ie s  in the  
a c c e n t  a r e  not am ong th em . Unlike C h au cer , by whom that
l i c e n s e  i s  often  f r e e ly  used, Gower k eep s  the s t r e s s  w h e re  it 
r ig h tfu lly  b e lo n g s .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  he avo id s  the m e tr o n o m e  e ffec t .
F o r  one th ing , he is  l ib e r a l  in h is  u se  of r u n -o n  l in e s ;  and for an other ,  
when an e n d - l in e  p au se  d oes  o ccu r  it  i s  f r e q u e n t ly  on the f i r s t  l in e  
of a cou p le t ,  and the rh ym in g  l in e ,  as o ften  as not, le a d s  on w ith ­
out a p a u se  into the n ext cou p le t .  This  v a r ia t io n  a lon e  o c c u r s  f iv e  
t im e s  in the n in eteen  l in e s  quoted. A gain , a lthough Gower u s e s  the  
m id - l in e  p a u se  often  enough to  con vey  s m o o th n e s s  to h is  l i n e s ,  he  
s o m e t im e s  v a r i e s  it  to p rev en t  the rhythm  from  "galloping. " L in es  
2691, 2 6 9 5 -9 7 ,  2701, and 2709 a r e  e x a m p le s  of the c a e s u r a  b eing  
sh ifted  or ign ored . In two in s ta n c e s ,  l in e s  2695 and 2 6 9 6 -9 7 ,  the  
v a r ia t io n  in the p a u se  is  a cco m p a n ied  by another tech n iqu e that 
g iv e s  the l in e s  a p le a s in g  v a r ie ty  and that is  ty p ica l  of G ow er, n a m e ly ,  
h is  in f le c t io n  of the n o r m a l syn tax  w ithin  a s e n te n c e  (another ex a m p le  
is  to b e  found in l in e  2707). A further o b se r v a t io n  m a y  be m ad e  c o n ­
c e r n in g  the p o e t 's  s e n s e  of t im in g .  His ear  for the quantity of 
sounds en ab les  h im  to g iv e  a r e m a r k a b le  d iv e r s i ty  to the rhythm  of the 
l in e s .  In th is  p a r t icu la r  p a s s a g e ,  of c o u r s e ,  the m o v e m e n t  is  
sw ift  and ligh t  to m a tch  the s u p e r c i l io u s  g a ie ty  of "P om p e, " but 
it should  be noted that the la s t  l in e  of th o se  quoted, although it ends 
on the f i r s t  l in e  of the coup let  and m a k e s  n e c e s s a r y  a d ec id e d  p a u se ,  
d oes  not le a v e  the r e a d e r  "up in the a ir ,  " hold ing, as  it w e r e ,  the
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unrhym ed la s t  s y l la b le  on an expectant note . N ot only  has the  
s e n te n c e  co m e  to an end but it has  c o m e  to an end reso u n d in g ly  
w ith the th r e e  d raw n-ou t n ou ns, "Rondeal, b a lad e  and v ir e la i .  " 
T h e s e  act  a s  a co n c lu s io n  not only to the m a in  c la u s e  of w hich  they  
a r e  a p art,  but to the w hole  d e s c r ip t io n  of a v a in g lo r io u s  lo v e r .  
A nother o b s e r v a t io n  that w e m igh t m ak e  h e r e  c o n c e r n s  the a b se n c e  
of " filler"  p h r a s e s  in G ow er's  poetry; he u s e s  th em , of c o u r s e ,  
but they  a re  r e la t iv e ly  u ncom m on  in h is  l i n e s .  On the other hand, 
the l in e s  quoted above do contain  a n ear  con fu sion  of m eta p h o rs  
that i s  not ty p ica l  of Gower; as a m a tter  of fa c t ,  he is  u su a l ly  v e r y  
s p a r in g  in h is  u se  of th em . In th is  c a s e ,  h o w e v er ,  the p o e t 's  
a lte r n a te  r e f e r e n c e s  to the ch a m ele o n  and the b ird  a r e  som ew h at  
ja r r in g ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  s in c e  w e a r e  not su r e  w hether the d e s c r ip t io n  
of the fo o l i s h  su itor  in l in e s  2 7 0 4 -0 7  is  s u g g e s te d  by the c o m p a r iso n  
w ith  the b ird  or the ch am eleon; it fo l lo w s  im m e d ia te ly  upon the r e f ­
e r e n c e  to the fo r m e r  but is  m o r e  s u g g e s t iv e  of the la t te r .
The above c o n s id e r a t io n s  r e fe r  to t e c h n ic a l  m a t te r s ,  s o m e  
of w hich  Gower h im s e l f  m a y  not have b een  a w are  of us ing , though  
u se  them  he did. T hey a r e  e v id e n c e ,  no doubt, of a c o n sc ie n t io u s  
c r a ftsm a n sh ip  on the p o e t 's  part; but m o r e ,  they a r e  the r e s u l t  
of h is  "good ear ." W ithin the l im ita t io n s  of the o c to s y l la b ic s ,  
and n otw ithstanding  the o c c a s io n s  when the l in e s  b e c o m e  for a short
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w h ile  m on oton ou s ,  Gower had a v ir tu a l ly  c o m p le te  m a s t e r y  of h is  
art.  In t e r m s  of a cce n t  and s y l la b i f ic a t io n  th e r e  a r e  v e r y  few  bad  
l in e s .  And y e t - -a n d  th is  is  the r e m a r k a b le  th in g - - th e  p o l ish e d  
m e te r  d oes  not u su a lly  sp o il  the n a tu r a ln e s s ,  the s m o o th n e s s ,  w ith  
w hich  the p o e t 's  m ean in g  is  e x p r e s s e d .  D e s p i te  the o c c a s io n a l  in ­
f le c t io n s ,  w hich  a r e  u su a lly  w e lc o m e  and r a r e ly  d iff icu lt  to un­
ta n g le ,  the s e n te n c e s  and v e r s e  p aragrap hs s e e m  to take shape w ith ­
out e ffort ,  as  though they  w e r e  not r e s t r i c t e d  by the v e r s e  at a ll .  
G o w er 's  a c c o m p lis h m e n t  in th is  r e s p e c t  can only  be a p p rec ia te d  
fu lly  a fter  one has rea d  long  p a s s a g e s  of h is  w ork . The C o n fe s s io  
A m a n tis ,  one of the m o s t  c o r r e c t  of M iddle E n g lish  p o e m s ,  rea d s  
w ith  an e a s e  and s im p l ic i ty  that is  m o r e  o ften  a s s o c ia te d  w ith s o m e  
p r o s e  than with v e r s e .  The f luctuations  in the-rhythm  a r e  th o se  of 
the s e n te n c e  i t s e l f ,  of c la u s e s  and p h r a se s  unequal in len gth , un­
fo ld in g  in a lu c id ,  unaffected  w ay. Yet a l l  the w hile  th ey  keep  the  
m e a s u r e  of the v e r s e .  It i s  a c o n s id e r a b le  fea t ,  though the v e r y  
n a tu r a ln e s s  of the e f fec t  m a y  le a v e  s o m e  r e a d e r s  w ith  the f e e l in g  
that they  have b een  ch ea ted  of the v e r b a l  f ir e w o r k s  that a r e  often  
a s s o c ia t e d  w ith p o et ic  e x p r e s s io n .
A few  w ord s  should  be  sa id  at th is  point co n cer n in g  G ow er's  
v o c a b u la r y - - th e  ra w  m a te r ia l  w ith  w hich  he had to w ork. F o r  the  
in fo rm a tio n  of th o se  who m a y  be in te r e s te d ,  the to ta l num ber of
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E n g lish  w ords  in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis  is  s ix  thousand and s ix ,  but, 
of th e s e ,  one thousand  th r e e  hundred and f i f ty -e ig h t  a r e  e ith er  p rop er  
n a m e s  or g r a m m a t ic a l  v a r ia n ts  of o ther w ord s  to w hich  they  a r e  r e ­
la ted .  The re m a in in g  four thousand  s ix  hundred and fo r ty -e ig h t  
w o rd s  s e e m  a v e r y  s m a l l  num ber c o m p a red  to S h a k e sp e a r e 's  tw enty  
four thousand, M ilto n 's  s e v e n te e n  thousand, or even  C h a u ce r 's
" I
s e v e n  thousand. H o w ev er ,  when w e  c o n s id e r  the tr a n s it io n a l  co n -
i
dition  of th e  lan gu age  during the fou rteen th  cen tu ry ,  and, m o r e  i m ­
p ortant,  the fact  that in G o w er 's  c a s e  w e h ave  to do w ith a s in g le  
w ork  l im it e d  by i t s  s tr u c tu r e  to  a p a r t icu la r  point of v ie w ,  the un-
i
r e a s o n a b le n e s s  of draw in g  too m any c o n c lu s io n s  from  su ch  c o m ­
p a r is o n s  b e c o m e s  im m e d ia te ly  apparent. Hundreds of E n g lish  w ord s  
m a k e  th e ir  f i r s t  w r it ten  a p p earan ce  in G o w er 's  p o em . T h ere  is  no 
r e a s o n  to su p p ose  from  th is  that t h e s e  w ord s  w e r e .n o t  a lr ea d y  part  
of  the spoken  E n g lish  language; h o w e v e r ,  L e s l i e  C a ss o n  has o b ­
s e r v e d  that, w h ile  the poet undoubtedly did ap p ro p r ia te  la r g e  n u m ­
b e r s  of R om an ce  w ord s a lr e a d y  e x is te n t  in c u r r e n t  sp e e c h ,  "it is  
p rob ab le  that in so m e  c a s e s  h e  a n a lo g ic a l ly  co in ed  them  from  e x ­
is t in g  sp e e c h  m a te r ia l ,  or l i f te d  th em , as  they  w e r e  fro m  the  
F r e n c h .  C a sso n  a ls o  r e m a r k s  that Gower u s e s  a u rea te  la n g ­
uage m o r e  freq u en tly  than C hau cer . The p r e s e n t  w r ite r  is  not 
co n v in ced  that th is  is  t ru e ,  but in any c a s e  the p r e s e n c e  of such
in k -h o rn  t e r m s  is  not annoyingly  o b tr u s iv e  in the C o n fe s s io  A m antis,  
as  it  i s  in so  m an y  of the w ork s  of the fo llow in g  cen tu ry .  It m igh t  
be a rgu ed , in fact ,  that G o w er 's  p oem , quite a s id e  from  any c o n ­
s id e r a t io n  of its  m e r i t s  a s  l i t e r a tu r e ,  a fford s  an id ea l in trod uction
to the study of M iddle E n g lish  as a lan gu age . Kaplan c o n s id e r s  the
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p o e t 's  v o ca b u la ry  m o r e  ty p ica l  than that of C haucer or Langland. 
C e r ta in ly  it is  e a s ie r  to read; d e sp ite  the t r a c e s  of G o w er 's  
K entish  o r ig in s  in the l i n e s ,  the d ia le c t  is  E a st  Midland; it d oes  
not p r e s e n t  the d ia le c t  p r o b le m s  that a b eg inn ing  student is  l ik e ly  
to find in the w ork s  of the P e a r l  P o e t  or E angland, nor the m o r e  
e x te n s iv e  and s o m e t im e s  exo tic  vocabulary  that one en cou n ters  in 
C h au cer .  F u r th e r m o r e ,  it  is  c h a r a c te r i s t ic  of Gower to m ake  
e v e r y  w ord  count w ithin  the con text of each  s e n te n c e .  He d oes  not 
lo v e  w ord s  for th e ir  own sa k es;  h is  r e la t iv e ly  l im ite d  u se  of f i l le r  
p h r a s e s  has a lr ea d y  b een  noted , and the re a d e r  w i l l  a ls o  n o t ic e  
that he u s e s  a p p o s i t iv e s  and a d je c t iv e s  quite sp a r in g ly .  The  
r e s u l t  i s  that ind iv idual l i n e s ,  s e n te n c e s  and paragraphs have  the  
s a m e  sp artan  s im p l ic i ty  that c h a r a c te r iz e s  the la r g e r  s to r y  units .  
N o w h ere  in G ow er's  w o rk  d oes  th is  s im p lic i ty  c o m e  m o r e  into  
p lay  than when he i s  describing tr a n s it io n a l  a c t io n s ,  that i s ,  ac t ion s  
w hich  a r e  not in th e m s e lv e s  im portant but w hich m u st  be dealt  
w ith in o rd er  to le a d  from  one s ig n if ica n t  in c ident to another. A
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su ff ic ie n t  num ber of e x a m p le s  in vo lv in g  th is  techn iqu e have  b een  
c ite d  in  the p r e v io u s  ch ap ter . The im p ortan t  fac t  to n ote  h e r e  is  
that in su ch  p a s s a g e s  e v e r y  w ord  i s  m ad e  to count; it  w ould  be 
a lm o s t  im p o s s ib le  to d e s c r ib e  m an y  of th e s e  " s c e n e - s h i f t s " m o r e  
b r ie f ly  than Gower d o e s .
The r e s t r a in t  w hich  Gower im p o s e s  on the lan gu age  d o es  not,  
h o w e v e r ,  r e s u l t  in an e f fe c t  unduly s tark . A l l i te r a t io n ,  for one  
th ing, i s  quite freq u en tly  found in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis .  F is o n  
has po inted  out that in a l in e  l ik e
The G r ete ,  g a s t l i  S erpen t g lyde
(CA, V,  5026. )
w ith  i t s  " con trast  b e tw een  the h i s s  of 'g a s t l i '  and the f in a l s l ith er  
in  'g lyde ' w e have a ju x ta p o s it io n  of sounds that i s  unique b e fo r e  
D ryd en . On the other hand, th e r e  is  no ev id e n c e  in G o w er 's  
v e r s e  of the in f lu en ce  of the a l l i t e r a t iv e  r e v iv a l  that w as  cu rre n t  
at the t im e .  C om binations  such  as "speke and sounen, " " lie f  and 
lo th , " " sch ede  and s p i l l e ,  " " fa ire  fa c e ,  " and "yaf , . . y if te ,  " 
w hich  can be found on any page of the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis  a re  
u su a l ly  " euphuism s"  of a rather  new  and co u r t ly  kind though not  
u su a l ly  o r ig in a l  w ith our poet. L e s s  frequent but s t i l l  not un­
c o m m o n  a r e  e x a m p le s  of m o r e  e x te n s iv e  a l l i t e r a t io n .  F o r  e x ­
a m p le ,  co n s id e r  the l in e s  that con c lu d e  the tr a n s fo r m a t io n  of Daphne  
into a la u r e l  t r e e :
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In tokne, as y it  it m a i  be se n e ,
That sch e  s c h a l  d u e lle  a m a id en  s t i l l e ,
And P hebu s fa i le n  of h is  w i l le .
(CA, III, 1718-20. )
In the f i r s t  two l in e s  quoted the r e c u r r in g  a l l i t e r a t io n  of s sounds  
n o t ic e a b ly  s lo w s  the m e a s u r e ,  a p p ro p r ia te ly  enough in v ie w  of the  
s o le m n  thought that is  b e ing  r e p r e s e n te d .  In c o n tr a s t ,  the a l l i t e r a -  
, t ion  in the l in e  w hich co n c lu d es  the v e r s e  p aragrap h  and the s to ry  
r e a d s  w ith a sw ift  and liqu id  sm o o th n e s s  in k eep ing  both w ith the  
s p ir i t  of a "wind-up, " a f in a le ,  and with the happy id ea  of P h eb u s'  
d e s e r v e d  fa i lu r e .  T h e r e  a r e  m any other in s ta n c e s  when a l l i t e r a ­
tion  b e c o m e s  a d ec ided  e le m e n t  in the rhythm  and t im in g  of the  
l in e s :
And th e i  t h e s e  old m en  d e s p is e ,
And se id en :  '^ ire ,  it  s c h a l  be sc h a m e  . . . .
(CA, VII, 4 0 7 8 - 0 9 . )
Sche hath hir oghne bodi fe ign ed ,
F o r  f e e r e  as thogh sc h e  w old e  f le e .
(CA, VII, 3 4 6 8 -6 9 . )
And as sc h e  lok eth  to and fro ,
Sche s ih ,  h ir thoghte , a dragoun tho,
Whos s c h e r d e s  sch yn en  as the Sonne,
And hath h is  so fte  pas begonne.
(C A, VI, 1 9 8 3 -8 6 .)
T h ere  can be no doubt that Gower used  a l l i t e r a t io n  of th is  kind c o n ­
s c io u s ly ,  but it should be  pointed out that he n e v er  h a lts  the n a r ­
r a t iv e  m o v e m e n t  of h is  t a le s  for the sak e  of such  o rn am en ta l to u c h e s .  
He is  not tem p ted  by the tru e  a l l i t e r a t iv e  p o e t 's  habit of thinking in
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units of l in e s  and h a l f - l in e s ,  of bu ild ing  p h r a s e  on p h r a s e ,  ap-  
p o s i t iv e  on a p p o s it iv e ,  for the sak e  of r h e to r ic a l  e lab ora tion . If 
the a l l i te r a t io n  cannot be f itted  into the n o rm a l f low  of a v e r s e  
s e n te n c e  it is  not used . T h ere  is  no s tr iv in g ,  in other w o r d s ,  for  
a l l i t e r a t iv e  e f fec ts ;  indeed , it  is  part o.f G ow er's  s k i l l  that even  
when he u s e s  such  e f fe c ts  the r e a d e r  r a r e ly  n o t ic e s  them  and is  
c o n s c io u s  only of the la c k  of m onotony  in th erh y th m  of the l i n e s .
H o w ev er ,  the poet w as quite capab le  of d e l ib e r a te ly  e m p lo y ­
ing rh yth m ic  m onotony, a kind of c ir c u m lo c u t io n ,  when the o c c a s io n  
req u ir ed .  T his d e v ic e  u su a lly  ta k es  the fo rm  of rep e t i t io n  of an 
anaphora or s in g le  p h r a se  and Gower a lm o s t  always; u s e s  it when  
he w is h e s  to d r ive  h om e the c o n se q u e n c e s  of so m e  act ion  p r e v io u s ly  
d e s c r ib e d ,  or to e m p h a s iz e  a point a lr ea d y  m a d e .  An e x c e l le n t  
ex a m p le  of the tech n iq u e  is  to be found in the s to r y  of the pu nishm ent  
of N eb u ch ad n ezzar .  The proud king who has known only  lu xu ry  and 
pow er i s  t r a n s fo r m e d  into an ox:
Upon h im s e l f  tho gan h e lo k e ;
In s te d e  of m e te  g ra s  and s t r e s ,
In s te d e  of handes lo n g e  cle§,
In s te d e  of m an  a b e s t e s  lyke  
He syh.
(C A , I, 2 9 9 2 -2 9 9 6 . )
One other ex a m p le  w il l  su ff ic e .  Genius is  c it in g  to the lo v e r  the
debt w hich  the p r e s e n t  ow es  the w is e  m en  of the past:
H ere  ly v e s  thanne w e r e  lon ge ,
H e re  w it tes  g r e te ,  h e r e  m ih te s  s tro n g e ,
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H ere  h e r te s  ful of b e s i n e s s e ,
W herof the w o r ld e s  r e d in e s s e  
In bodi bothe and in c o r a g e  
Stant e v e r e  upon h is  avan tage .
And forto  draw e into m e m o r ie  
H ere  n a m e s  bothe and h e r e  h is t o ir e ,
Upon the v e r tu  of her dede  
In son d r i b ok es  thou m iht r e d e .
(CA, IV, 2 3 5 3 - 6 2 . )
The p r e c e d in g  r e m a r k s  w i l l  s e r v e  to in d ica te  so m e  of the  
m o r e  te c h n ic a l  a s p e c t s  of G o w er 's  p oetic  ta len t .  But to exp la in  
h is  p o e tr y  on ly  in such  t e r m s  is  to ig n o re  the r e a l  nature of h is  
a c h ie v e m e n t .  At h is  b e s t ,  our poet w as cap ab le  of an im a g in a t iv e  
con cep tio n  of the su b jec ts  w hich  he u sed  without w hich  no am ount  
of te c h n ic a l  fa c i l i ty  could  have g iven  l i f e  to h is  v e r s e .  In h is  long  
p oem  th e r e  a r e  m any b a r r e n  s t r e t c h e s  w hen that g ift of an im a g in a ­
t iv e  r e n d er in g  is  ab sen t.  Such p a s s a g e s  should  not be con fu sed  with  
th o se  r a r e r  o n es  in w hich  the v e r s e  as rough or too sm o o th ly  m o ­
n o to n o u s - - th o u g h  in fac t  the co n cep tu a lly  w eak  l in e s  and the t e c h ­
n ic a l ly  fau lty  on es  do often  c o in c id e .  What should  be s t r e s s e d ,
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h o w e v e r ,  i s  the r e m a r k a b le  freq u en cy  of r e a l ly  e x c e l le n t  p a s s a g e s  
in w hich  Gower i s  e x p r e s s in g  an in s ig h t  w orthy  of the in argu ab le  
te c h n ic a l  p o w e r s  he had at h is  com m and .
A ny d i s c u s s io n  of the e v o c a t iv e  p o w e rs  of G o w er 's  v e r s e ,  
w hich  is  our su bjec t  h e r e ,  m u st  b eg in  with the r e m a r k  that in all  
the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis  th e r e  is  s c a r c e ly  a point at w hich  s in g le  l in e s
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or even  co u p le ts  can be used  to i l lu s tr a te  the quality  o f  the p o e t 's  
im a g in a t io n . The e x c e l le n c e  of h is  p o e t ic  c o n c e p ts ,  w hen th ey  a r e  
e x c e l le n t ,  can  on ly  be a p p rec ia te d  in t e r m s  of la r g e r  un its .  The  
o c to s y l la b ic  coup let  is  i t s e l f  an o b s ta c le  to the "thousand b ea u t ie s"  
app roach , but quite apart from  that it w as  c h a r a c te r is t ic  of the
poet "to s a c r i f i c e  an ind iv idual b e a u ty  ra th er  than to upset the
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b a la n ce  of the w hole , " as F i s o n  has a c c u r a te ly  po in ted  out. With  
that o b s e r v a t io n ,  le t  us look  at so m e  of the v a r ia t io n s  of m ood  in 
G o w er 's  p oetic  ran ge .
V*.1’
So m uch  has p r e v io u s ly  b een  sa id  about h is  co n cer n  w ith o b ­
j e c t iv e ,  e x te r io r  e v e n ts ,  that w e would do w e ll  to note how he d e ­
p ic t s  th em . C on sider  as  an e x a m p le  the s c e n e  in the seco n d  book  
w hich  d e s c r ib e s  the h erd in g  of the m o th e r s  and ch ild ren  into the 
p a la c e  of C onstantine . The e m p e r o r  has "The le p r e  caw hte in h i s  
v is a g e "  and h is  d octors  have p r e s c r ib e d  a bath of c h i ld r e n 's  blood:
Ther w a s  ynowh to w ep e  and c r ie  
A m ong the M o d r e s ,  whan thei herd e  
Hou w ofu lly  th is  c a u s e  fe r d e ,
B ot n a th e le s  the i m o ten  bowe;
And thus w om m en  ther c o m e  ynowhe  
With ch ild r en  soukende on the T ete .
Tho w as ther m an ye  t e r e s  le te ,
Bot w e r e  hem  l i e v e  or w e r e  hem  lo th e ,
The w om m en  and the ch ild r en  bothe  
Into the P a l e i s  forth  be broght  
With m an y a so r y  h e r te s  thoght  
Of hem  w hiche  of h e r e  b o d U b o re  
The ch ild r en  hadde, and so fo r lo r e
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W ithinne a w h ile  sch o ld en  se .
The M od res  w ep e  in h e r e  d e g r e ,
And m an y  of hem  asw ou n e  fa l l e ,
The von ge bab es  c r id e n  a l le ;
T his  n o y s e  a r o s ,  the  lo rd  it h erd e ,
And lik ed  out, and how it fe r d e  
He s ih .  . . .
(CA, II, 3222, 41. )
T h ere  i s  not a fo r c e d  l in e  or an e la b o r a te  im a g e  in th is  e n t ire  p a s ­
s a g e .  The crow d ed  s c e n e  is  handled  w ith a m in im u m  of d e ta i l  and 
w ith  s c a r c e ly  a r i s in g  of the p o e t 's  o b jec t iv e  v o ic e .  He t e l l s  us 
what he s e e s ;  noth ing cou ld  be m o r e  u n p reten t io u s .  And ye t  the  
l in e s  c a r r y ,  w ith  a d is p a s s io n a te  p o w er ,  the s e n s e  of tum ultuous  
m o v e m e n t ,  the pandem onium  of t e a r s  and la m e n ta t io n s ,  of fa in t ­
ing m o th e r s  and w a il in g  ch ild ren . The ro ck in g  m o tio n  of l in e s  
3 2 2 9 -3 0 ,  the a l l i t e r a t io n  of " liev e  . . . lo th , " and "bodi b o r e ,  " 
the lon g , undulating ce n tr a l  s e n te n c e ,  the r e p r e se n ta t io n  of m a te r n a l
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lo v e  evoked f i r s t  by the ch i ld r en  n u r s in g  and then by the e x p lic it
id ea  of the infants as f l e s h  of the m o th e r s '  f l e s h - - a l l  t h e s e  d e ta i ls
\
s u g g e s t ,  w ithout unduly se n t im e n ta l iz in g ,  the p light of t h e s e  un­
happy p eo p le .  F r o m  the b eg inn in g  of the p a s s a g e  through l in e  3235  
the t e a r s  and the " sory  h e r te s"  a r e  kept b e fo r e  us , but the r e a l  
act io n  of the l in e s  c o n c e r n s  the a r r iv a l  at th e  p a la c e  of the m o th e r s  
and th e ir  ch ild ren . It is  only during the next th r e e  l in e s  that w e  
h ave  the s c e n e  fr o z e n ,  a s  it w e r e ,  into an in te n s i f ic a t io n  of g r ie f ,  
w ith the w ho le  d e s c r ip t io n  ending on the s u c c in c t ly  s ta ted  and m o s t
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t e l l in g  r e f e r e n c e  to th e  c r y in g  o f  th e  c h i ld r e n  t h e m s e l v e s .  W ith
V
t h i s ,  th e  e m p h a s i s  on th e  g e n e r a l  s c e n e  c e a s e s ;  th e  m o v e m e n t  of  
th e  l i n e s  c o m e s  to  a h a lt  and th e n  b e g in s  a g a in  in  a f in e ly  b a la n c e d  
l in e ,  w ith  th e  p e r s p e c t i v e  n o w  f o c u s e d  on th e  k ing:  "T h is  n o y s e  
a r o s ,  th e  lo r d  it  h e r d e .  " (T h e  l in e  m a y  r e m in d  th e  r e a d e r  o f  a 
m o r e  fa m o u s  on e  w h ic h  a l s o  r e f l e c t s  a t r a n s i t io n  f r o m  on e  p e r s p e c t i v e
to a n o th e r :  "T h is  g r e w ;  I g a v e  c o m m a n d s .  ") C o n s t a n t in e ' s  h e a r t
I
i s  to u c h e d  and h e  d e c id e s  to  f o r e g o  h i s  g r i s l y  bath . M o r e  to  th e  
p o i n t - - a n d  a lw a y s  g r a n t in g  the l o g i c  of th e  t a le  i t s e l f - - t h e  r e a d e r  
n e v e r  dou b ts  that th e  k in g  m u s t  r e le n t ;  G o w e r 's  a c c o u n t  o f  th e  w e e p ­
in g  w o m e n  and c h i ld r e n  h a s  m a d e  th e  c h a n g e - o f - h e a r t  in e v i t a b le ,  
t h i s ,  w ith o u t  any r e c o u r s e  to e y e - r o l l i n g  h i s t r i o n i c s  or e x tr a v a g a n t  
v e r b ia g e .
P e r h a p s  th e  b e s t  c la im  that c a n  b e  m a d e  for  th is  s i m p l e  p a s s a g e  
i s  th a t  it  i s  not in  th e  l e a s t  e x c e p t i o n a l - - f o r  Gower., T h e  C o n f e s s io  
A m a n t is  c o n ta in s  l i t e r a l l y  h u n d red  o f  v i g n e t t e s  q u ite  a s  g ood  a s  th is  
o n e .  N ot  a l l  o f  t h e m ,  h o w e v e r ,  a r e  so  d a r k ly  -co lo r ed .  A s  a m a t t e r  
of  f a c t ,  it  i s  s u r p r i s i n g  to  d i s c o v e r  h o w  o f te n  G ow er  d e p ic t s  happy
i
e v e n t s  in  h i s  n a r r a t i v e s .  T h e  t r a d i t io n a l  id e a  o f  th e  g r im  m o r a l i s t
/
m u s t  h e r e  a g a in  b e  s e t  a s id e .  O ften  th e  s t o r i e s  end on  a n o te  o f  
r e w a r d  r a th e r  than  o f  p u n is h m e n t .  In th e  t a le  o f  C e ix  and A lc e o n e  
(IV , 2 9 2 7 -3 1 2 3 )  w e  h a v e  s u c h  a c o n c lu s io n ,  and th e  p o e t  m a k e s  th e
270
m o s t  of it .  A lc e o n e ,  a d v ised  in a d rea m  of her  husband's  death  
by drow ning, g o e s  down to the sh o re  the next day and s e e s  forl
h e r s e l f  "Hire lo rd  f l ie te n d e  upon the w aw e . " She c a s t s  h e r s e l f  
into the s e a ,  and th is  is  what happens next:
T his  in fortune of double harm  
The goddes fro  the h even e  above  
B e h ie ld e ,  and for the trow the of lo v e ,
W hich in th is  w orth i lad i stod ,
T hei have  upon the sa lte  f lod  
H ire  d re in te  lo r d  and h ir e  a lso  
F r o  deth to ly v e  torn ed  so ,
That th e i  ben sch ap en  into b r id d es  
S w im m ende upon the w aw e a m id d e s .
And whan sc h e  s ih  h ir e  lo r d  l iv en d e  
In l i k n e s s e  of a bridd  sw im m e n d e ,
And s c h e  w as of the s a m e  s o r t ,
So a s  sc h e  m ih te  do d esp o r t ,
Upon the jo ie  w hich  sch e  hadde
H ire  w ynges  bothe abrod s c h e  sp rad de ,
And h im , so  a s  s c h e  m a i su f f i s e ,
B e c l ip te  and k e s t e  in su ch  a w is e ,
A s s c h e  w as w hilom  wont to do:
H ire  w yn ges  for  h ir e  a r m e s  tuo 
Sche tok, and for h ir e  l ip p e s  so fte  
H ire  harde b i le ,  and so fu lofte  
Sche fondeth  in  h ir e  b r id d es  fo r m e ,
If that sc h e  m ih te  h ir s e l f  co n fo rm e  
To do the p le s a n c e  of a w if ,
A s s c h e  dede in that other lif:
F or  thogh sc h e  hadde hir pouer lo r e ,
Hir w il l  stod  as it w as to fo r e ,
And s e r v e th  h im  so  a s  s c h e  m a i.
W herof into th is  i lk e  day 
T o g ed re  upon the See  th e i  w one,
Wher m any a dowhter and a Sone 
T hei b r in gen  forth  of b r id d es  kinde;
And for m en  sch o ld en  take in m ynde  
T his A lceo u n  the trew e  queen e,
H ire  b r id d es  y it ,  as  it  i s  s e e n e ,
Of A lceou n  the n am e b e r e .
(CA, IV, 3088-3123. )
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The ch a rm  of th is  p a s s a g e  sp eak s  for i t s e l f ,  but it  is  w o r th ­
w h ile  to point out how m u ch  of its  m ood  is  due to the c u r io u s ly  
"boyish" l i t e r a ln e s s  of G o w er 's  im a g in a tio n . He is  not content to  
le t  the t r a n s fo r m e d  cou p le  s im p ly  fly  off togeth er  with a few  g e n e r a l ­
iz a t io n s  about how happily  th ey  l iv ed  for ev er  a f te r ,  w hich  w ould  
h ave  b een  the p r o p e r ly  "poetic" w ay to end the ta le ,  and w hich  w a s ,  
in fa c t ,  the w ay  that Ovid ended it; ra th e r ,  we m u st  s e e  it a l l .  This
g r a v e  o ld  m a n , who could  d is p o s e  of a w ar or a sed u ct io n  in two or
th r e e  l i n e s ,  is  h e r e  not content until w e have  understood  that even  
w ith "Hire w yn ges"  and "Hire harde b i le "  A lc e o n e  is  s t i l l  the  happy, 
g en tle  w ife .  It is  the s o r t  of s c e n e  w hich  a la ter  age  is  s im p ly  in ­
cap ab le  of d e s c r ib in g .  Much of its  appeal depends on it s  n a iv e te .
As w e have s e e n ,  G o w er 's  d e s c r ip t iv e  pow er lendis i t s e l f  
m o s t  to  the d ep ic t io n  of a c t io n s  and even ts;  h o w e v e r ,  it should  not 
be su p p o sed  that the d e ta iled  p o r tra y a l  of p e r s o n s ,  p la c e s  and ob jec ts  
w as beyond  h is  p oetic  r e a c h .  Such d e s c r ip t iv e  p a s s a g e s  a r e  r e l a t iv e ­
ly  r a r e  in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis ,  but w hen they  occu r  th ey  a r e  often  
a r r e s t in g  enough. H e re  is  the  p o e t 's  f r e e  adaptation of O vid 's  
h o u se  of s l e e p ,  w hich  is  a ls o  part of the s to r y  of C e ix  and Alceone:®
Under an h e l l  ther  is  a C ave,
Which of the Sonne m a i noght h ave ,
So that nom an m a i  knowe arih t  
The point b etw en  the dai and nyht:
T her is  no fy r ,  ther is  so  sp a rk e ,
Ther is  no d o re ,  w hich  m a i  ch ark e ,
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W herof an yhe sc h o ld e  u n sc h e tte ,
So that inw ard  ther i s  no le t t e .
And forto  sp ek e  of that w ithoute ,
T h ere  stant no g re t  T r e e  nyh aboute  
Wher on ther m yhte  c r o w e  or p ie  
A lih te ,  forto  c lep e  or  c r ie :
Ther is  no cok  to cr o w e  day,
N e b e s t e  non w hich n o is e  m a y  
The h e l l ,  bot al aboute round  
T h ere  is  gr.owende upon the ground  
P o p i,  w hich  b erth  the se d  of s lep ,
With o th re  h e r b e s  su ch e  an hep.
A s t i l l e  w ater  for the n on es  
R ennende upon the s m a le  s to n e s ,
W hich h ihte of L e th es  the r iv e r e ,
Under that h e l l  in su ch  m a n e r e  
Ther i s ,  w hich  yifth g re t  appetit  
To s le p e .  And thus fu ll of d e lit  
Slep hath h is  hous; and of h is  cou che  
W ithinne h is  ch a m b re  if  I s c h a l  touche,
Of hebenus that s le p i  T r e e  
The b o rd es  a l aboute be,
And for he sch o ld e  s le p e  so f te ,
Upon a fe th reb ed  a lo fte
He l i th  w ith nadny a p ilw e  of doun:
The ch a m b re  i s  s tro w ed  up and doun 
With s w e v e n e s  m an y th ou sen fo ld .
(CA, IV, 2991-3023 . )
G ow er's  v ir tu o s i ty  is  w e l l  d isp la y ed  h e r e .  With a f ine  s im p l ic i ty  
of la n g u a g e ,  h is  s e n te n c e s  m o v e  through the o c to s y l la b ic  f r a m e s ,  
build ing  im a g e  on im a g e  w ith  a s lo w  c a d en ce .  The chantlike  but not 
m onotonous r e c u r r e n c e  of the p h r a s e  "ther i s ,  " the p r e s e n c e  of in -  
flU m erableT ong v o w e ls ,  the s tron g  p a u se s  at the beg in n in gs  of l in e s ,  
the b a lan c in g  of p h r a s e s ,  the freq uent a l l i t e r a t i o n - - a l l  of t h e s e  e le m e n ts  
help  to p rodu ce  a p a s s a g e  w orthy  of b e in g  co m p a red  w ith  the f in e s t
d e s c r ip t iv e  p o e try  in M iddle E n g lish  l i t e r a tu r e .  T h ere  is  no
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s in g le  u n forgettab le  p h r a s e ,  and ye t  the e v o ca t io n  of a hu shed  and 
h ea v y  s i le n c e  has b een  a ch ie v ed .
o
A nother p a ssa g e ,  w hich  M acau lay  has ju s t ly  p r a is e d ,  is  a 
good ex a m p le  of G ow er's  d e s c r ip t iv e  p o w e r s  o p era t in g  on s e v e r a l  
l e v e l s  s im u lta n e o u s ly .  The s to r y  is  that of Jason  and M ed ea  (V, 
3 2 4 7 -4 2 3 9 )  and the l in e s  quoted a r e  part of the accou n t of how M edea  
r e s t o r e s  J a s o n 's  youth. H ere  Gower has indulged  h im se lf ;  th ere  
i s  an abundance of d e ta i l s :  the se t t in g ,  the act ion , the p h y s ic a l  
a p p ea ra n ce  of M edea , the c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  of h e r ,  and, m ost of a l l ,  
th e  o ccu lt  m ood  of the s c e n e  a r e  v iv id ly  su g g este d :
Thus it b e fe l l  upon a nyht,
Whan ther w as  noght bot s t e r r e l ih t ,
Sche w as v a n y s sh t  r ih t as hir l i s t e ,
That no wyht bot h ir  s e l f  it w is te ,  .
And that w as  ate m ydnyht tyde.
The w o lrd  w as  s t i l l e  on e v e r y  side;
With open hed and fot a l b a re ,
H er her  to sp r a d  sc h e  gan to fa r e ,
Upon h ir  c lo th e s  g er t  s c h e  w a s ,
Al s p e c h e le s  and on the g ra s  
Sche g lod forth  as an A ddre doth:
Non o th e r w is e  s c h e  ne  goth,
T il  s c h e  ca m  to the f r e i s s h e  flod ,
And th e r e  a w h ile  s c h e  w ith stod .
T h r ie s  s c h e  torn ed  h ir e  aboute,
And t h r ie s  ek s c h e  gan doun lou te  
And in the f lod  s c h e  w ette  hir h er ,
And th r ie s  on the w ater  ther
Sche gasp eth  w ith a d r e c c h in g e  onde,
And tho sc h e  tok h ir  sp e c h e  on honde.
F e r s t  s c h e  b egan  to c le p e  and c a l le  
Upward unto the s t e r r e s  a l le ,
To Wynd, to A ir ,  to S ee ,  to lond
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Sche p r e id e ,  and ek h ie ld  up hir hond 
To E c h a te s ,  and gan to c r i e ,
W hich is  g o d d e s se  of S o r c e r ie .
(CA, V, 3 9 5 7 -8 2 .  )
The accoun t of M ed ea 's  s u c c e s s f u l  e ffort  to r e s t o r e  J a so n 's  youth
con tin u es  for  another two hundred l i n e s .  I have rep rod u ced  the
b e s t  part of it , but it is  a l l  good. Gower w as c l e a r ly  enjoying
h im s e l f  w ith  th is  m a g ic a l  co n co ct io n , and he knew  how w e ll  it
w ould  su it  the ta s te  of h is  au d ien ce .  ^  B e s id e s ,  it w as h is  w is h  to
p r o v e  how z e a lo u s  M edea  w as  in her  lo v e  for  J a so n , and a fter  the
r e a d e r  h as a cco m p a n ied  her  in her p r ep a ra t io n s  for  her  husband's
tr a n s fo r m a t io n ,  he is  not l ik e ly  to argu e  the m a tte r .  E veryth ing
that i s  n eed ed  is  th ere :  the dark n ight, the w om an o b s e s s e d  w ith  her
m is s io n ,  the p rep a ra t io n s  for the " scary"  e n te r p r is e .  H e re ,  as  in
the p r e c e d in g  p a s s a g e  quoted, the m ood  is  hushed , but now the
rhythm  of the l in e s  is  f itfu l,  r e s t l e s s ,  and the lan gu age is  often
h a r s h ly  d is so n a n t .
D e s p i te  h is  p reo ccu p a t io n  with action , Gower w as cap ab le  of 
e x p r e s s in g  the in ter io r  thoughts and fe e l in g s  of h is  h e r o e s  and 
h e r o in e s  w hen the n eed  a r o s e .  Chau,cer w as v a s t ly  su p e r io r  to him  
in  th is  r e s p e c t ,  but for a ll  G o w er 's  l im ita t io n s  he could  be exp ert
4 I
enough at handling  such  m a te r ia l  in h is  own w ay. M ore often  than  
not, he  c h o s e  to p r e s e n t  an em otion  or a thought by m ea n s  of d ia l-
A
ogu e, that i s ,  w ith the c h a ra c te r  d e s c r ib in g  h is  own inner s ta te ,
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or e l s e  by m e a n s  of m o v e m e n t ,  as  in the p a s s a g e  ju s t  quoted. Y et,
I
in sp ite  of the fact  that the d e lin e a t io n  of em otion  w as a l ien  to h is  
te m p e r a m e n t ,  he could  "get in s id e"  h is  p r o ta g o n is ts  when the  
o c c a s io n  req u ired . In an e a r l i e r  part of the s to r y  of Jason  and M edea  
w e have  s e v e r a l  such  in s ta n c e s .  At one point, for ex a m p le ,  the  
s o r c e r e s s  m u st  be s e p a ra ted  t e m p o r a r i ly  from  Jason  w hile  he  
attends to the m a tter  of w inning the Golden F l e e c e .  M edea  is  d i s ­
traught:
Whan th is  w as  s e id ,  into w ep inge  
Sche f e l l ,  as  sc h e  that w as thurgh nom e  
With lo v e ,  and so  fe r  o v e r c o m e ,
That a l h ir  w or ld  on h im  sc h e  s e t te .
Bot whan s c h e  s ih  th e r e  w as  no le t t e ,
That he m o t  :medes p a rte  h ir e  fro ,
Sche tok h im  in h ir e  a r m e s  tuo,
An hundred t im e  and gan him  k i s s e ,
And s e id e ,  'O, al m i  w o r ld es  b l i s s e ,
Mi tr u s t ,  m i  lu s t ,  m i  l i f ,  m in  h e le ,
To be thin h e lp e  in th is  q u ere le  
I p r e ie  unto the goddes a l le .  '
(CA, V, 3 6 4 3 -4 5 .  )
E ven  in the few  l in e s  c ited ,  it  should  be noted  that on ly  th r e e  a c t ­
ua lly  d e s c r ib e  the h e r o in e ls  f e e l in g s  d ir e c t ly .  F or the m o s t  part  
her  em o tio n s  a r e  e x p r e s s e d ,  q u ite  ably , in t e r m s  of her  m o v e m e n ts  
and h er  sp e e c h .  With r eg a r d  to the r e a d e r 's  r e a c t io n ,  the e f fec t  
of th is  tech n iqu e is  in te r e s t in g .  He i s  a w a re ,  of c o u r s e ,  of the
i
s tro n g  p a s s io n  w hich  a g ita tes  the l i n e s ,  but he r e m a in s  for  the  
m o s t  p art a s p e c ta to r ,  w itn e s s in g  but not p a rt ic ip a t in g  in it. The
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a b il i ty  to c o m p e l  the r e a d e r 's  id en t if ica t io n  w ith the p o e t ic a l ly  d e ­
s c r ib e d  e x p e r ie n c e  w as one of the m an y  a s p e c t s  in w hich  C haucer ,  
not G ow er, a n tic ip a ted  the fu ture u s e s  of p o e t r y - - in  th is  c a s e  a
u se  to w hich  the R o m a n tic s  have ir r e v o c a b ly  c o m m itte d  the art .
%
The tech n iq u e ,  n e e d le s s  to sa y ,  w as  for the m o s t  part beyond our  
p o e t 's  r e a c h ,  and the b e s t  that can be sa id  for him  on th is  count  
i s  that h is  m o r e  o b je c t iv e  approach  p rev en ted  an e x c e s s  of s e n t i ­
m e n ta l i ty  in th o se  s c e n e s  of pathos w hich  w e r e  a s p e c ia l ty  of h is .
T here  i s ,  h o w e v er ,  one excep tion  to G o w er 's  " objective"  
ap proach , n a m e ly ,  the c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  of the L o v e r .  T his  su b ­
j e c t  has b een  p r e v io u s ly  d i s c u s s e d  in other con n ection s;  what 
r e m a in s  to be sa id  c o n c e r n s  the w ay  that in te r io r  e x p e r ie n c e  is  
d ep ic ted  in h is  c a s e  as co m p a red  to the w ay it is  p r e s e n te d  in  
the C o n fe s s o r ' s  s t o r i e s .  In th is  s in g le  in s ta n c e  the r e a d e r  is  ab le  
to id en tify  w ith the L o v e r 's  f e e l in g s  ra th er  than s im p ly  o b s e r v e  
and sy m p a th ize  with th em . D is g u is e d  a s  the n a r r a to r ,  G ow er is  
ab le  to r e p ro d u ce  th e  L o v e r 's  em o tio n a l d i le m m a  not the m a n i­
fe s ta t io n s  of it . A fter  a l l ,  he has no o th er  r e c o u r s e .  The L o v e r 's  
i s  the f in a l v o ic e  that w e hear in the C o n fe s s io  A m a n t is ; the poem  
c o m e s  to us through h im . T his  c ir c u m s ta n c e  m a k e s  the d if fe r e n c e  
b etw een  the p r e se n ta t io n  of h is  own fe e l in g s  and th o se  of the c h a r ­
a c te r s  in the C o n fe s s o r 's  s t o r ie s .  The la tter  a r e  tw ic e  r e m o v e d
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from  u s ,  and, w ith both the L o v er  and G enius as th e ir  in te r m e d i ­
a r i e s ,  Gower has p len ty  of opportunity  to indulge in the ty p ic a l ly  
m e d ie v a l  p r a c t i s e  of defin ing  in tern a l action  in t e r m s  of ex ter n a l  
action . The poet has no su ch  r e c o u r s e  in the c a s e  of the L over  
h im s e l f .  At the m o m en t  of h is  c o n fe s s io n  he cannot exp la in  h is  
p r e s e n t  s ta te  by m e a n s  of h is  b eh av ior  in the C o n fe s s o r 's  p r e s e n c e .  
In stead  of th e  e f fe c ts  w e m u st  h ave  the c a u s e s  or nothing, and so  
w e m o v e ,  as it  w e r e ,  w ithin. The r e s u l t  is  that for the f i r s t  t im e  
in m e d ie v a l  l i t e r a tu r e  we c o m e  upon the d e ta iled  r e p r e se n ta t io n  
of a v e r y  human lo v e  as  it  is  e x p e r ie n c e d  by a v e r y  human m an.  
C on sid er  the fo llow in g  p a s s a g e ,  w hich can only be a p p rec ia ted  
i f  it is  quoted at length . G enius has a sk ed  the L over  if he is  gu ilty  
of s o m n o le n c e ,  and the L over  is  s p ir i te d ly  denying that he is :
. . . I dar w e l undertake,
That whanne h ir  l i s t  on n yh tes  w ake  
In ch a m b re  a s  to c a r o le  and daunce,
Me thenkth I m a t  m e  m o r e  avau nce , '
If I m a i  gon upon h ir hond,
Thanne if I wonne a k in ges  lond.
F o r  whanne I m a i  h ir*  hand b ec l ip p e ,
With su ch  g la d n e s s e  I daunce and sk ippe ,
Me thenkth I touche noght tlie flor;
The Ro, w hich ren n eth  on the M or,
Is thanne noght so lyht as I:
So m ow  ye w itten  w el forth i,
That for the t im e  s lep  I hate.
And whanne it fa l le th  other gate ,
So that h ir e  l ik e  noght to daunce,
Bot on the D e e s  to c a s t e  chaunce  
Or axe  of lo v e  so m e  dem ande,
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Or e l l e s  that h ir  l i s t  com aunde  
To r e d e  and h e r e  of T r o i lu s ,
Riht a s  s c h e  w o le  or so  or thus  
I am  al r e d i  to c o n s e n te .
(CA, IV, 2 7 7 7 - 9 7 . )
S o m e t im e s  the L over  s e i z e s  on t h e s e  l e i s u r e l y  m o m e n ts  at d ay 's  
end to attem pt a r o m a n tic  w ord  or two; but the Lady is  l ik e ly  to 
cut h im  sh ort  w ith a r e f e r e n c e  to the la t e n e s s  of the hour. He 
in h is  turn a rg u es  that it  is  s t i l l  e a r ly - - b u t  it  is  an argu m en t he  
u su a l ly  l o s e s .  As he p r e p a r e s  to le a v e  he lo o k s  at h is  m i s t r e s s  
m o u rn fu lly ,  but her "daunger" is  a lw ays  on guard (IV, 2798-2813):
Bot he s e i th  o ften , 'Have good day, 1 
That lo th  i s  forto  take  h is  le v e :
T h e r fo r e ,  w h i le  I m a i  b e le v e ,
I ta r ie  forth  the nyht a long,
F o r  it i s  noght on m e  along  
To s lep  that I so  so n e  go,
T il  that I m o t  a lg a te  so;
And thanne I b idde godd h ir e  s e ,
And so  doun k n elen d e  on m i  kne 
I take le v e ,  and if I s c h a l ,
I k i s s e  h ir e ,  and go forth  w ithal.
And o th erw h ile ,  i f  that I d o re ,
Er I c o m e  fu l l i  to the D o r e ,
I to rn e  aye in  and fe ig n e  a thing,
A s thogh I hadde lo s t  a Ring  
Or som w h at e l l e s ,  for I w o lde  
K is s e  h ir e  e f t s o n e s ,  if  I s c h o ld e ,
B ot s e ld e n  i s  that I so  sp ed e .
(CA, IV, 2814-2831 . )
H o w ev er ,  t h e s e  su b ter fu g es  on ly  d e la y  the in ev itab le ;  f in a l ly  the  
unhappy L o v er  m u st  re tu rn  to h is  own h om e, c u r s in g  m a n ’s n eed
of s le e p  (IV, 2832-35):,
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Thus ate  l a s t e  I go to b edd e,
And yit m in  h e r te  l i th  to w edde  
With h ir e ,  w her  a s  I ca m  fro;
Thogh I d ep a r te ,  he w ol noght so ,
T her  is  no lo c k  m a i s c h e t te  h im  oute,
Him ned eth  noght to gon aboute,
That p e r c e  m a i  the hard e w all;
Thus is  he w ith h ir e  o v e r a l l ,
That be h ir e  l i e f ,  or b e  h ir e  loth ,
Into h ir e  bedd m yn  h e r te  goth,
And so f t ly  takth h ir e  in h is  arm  
And f ie le th  hou that s c h e  is  w a rm ,
And w is s h e th  that h is  body w e r e  
To f i e l e  that he f ie le th  th e r e .
And thus m is e l v e n  I to r m e n te ,
T il  that the dede s lep  m e  hente:
B ot thanne be a thousand  s c o r e  
W elm o r e  than I w as  to fo r e  
I am  to rm en ted  in m i  s le p ,
Bot that I d r e m e  is  noght of schep;
F o r  I ne  thenke noght on w u lle ,
Bot I am  d r e c c h e d  to the fu lle  
Of lo v e ,  that I have to k epe,
That nou I law h e  and nou I w epe,
And nou I l e s e  and nou I w inne,
And nou I ende and nou b eg in n e .
And o th erw h ile  I d r e m e  and m e te  
That I a l one w ith h ir e  m e te  
And that D anger  i s  le f t  beh inde.
(CA, IV, 2 8 7 5 - 2 9 0 3 . )
C er ta in ly  th e r e  is  not m u ch  h igh  r o m a n c e  in the L o v e r 's  p a s s io n ,  
and the L o v er  h im s e l f  is  a ra th er  p it ifu l,  thw arted  fe l lo w .  What 
r e a l ly  m a t t e r s ,  h o w e v e r ,  is  that we do not s im p ly  pity, him ; we
j
know e x a c t ly  how h e  f e e l s .  When the C o n fe s so r  f in a lly  r e p l ie s  
w ith h is  s e l f - a s s u r e d  "Mi Sone, " w e a r e  apt to think that he is  
ta lk in g  to u s .  T his  r ea c t io n ,  as a lr ea d y  noted , is  not one that the  
c h a r a c te r s  in the ta le s  e l ic i t  fr o m  us. N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  it should be
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em p h a s iz e d  that G o w e r ’s te c h n ic a l  p r o f ic ie n c y  i s  r e la t iv e ly  c o n ­
stant, r e g a r d le s s  of h is  th em e  or the r e la t io n  of the r e a d e r  to it.
In t e r m s  of its  s t y l i s t i c  e x c e l l e n c e s ,  the p a s s a g e  quoted is  not 
at a ll  unique. The ca r e fu l  s e le c t io n  of d e ta i l s  w hich  su m m on  up 
a w hole  se t t in g ,  the in frequent but in te l l ig e n t  u se  of m e ta p h o r s ,
J  -
the sh if ts  in t im in g  to su it  the m ood  (co m p a re ,  for e x a m p le ,  the  
t o s s in g  and turning of l in e s  2 8 9 8 - 2 9 0 0  w ith  the le v e l in g  out of the  
l in e s  that fo llow ), the u npreten tious  e lo q u en ce  of the lan gu age ,  
and, with a ll  th e s e  v a r ia t io n s ,  the  r e g u la r ity  and s m o o th n e s s  of the  
m e t e r - - t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a r e  ty p ica l  of Gower'-s p o e try .
A nyone who le a fs  through the p a g es  of the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  
w ill  find, without the s l ig h te s t  tro u b le ,  o ther  e x a m p le s  of G ow er's  
v e r s a t i l i t y  in the s e le c t io n  and tr e a tm e n t  of w id e ly  d if fer in g  sub-
i
j e c t s .  The c i ta t io n s  above have  b een  m ean t on ly  to s u g g e s t  the  
ra n g e  and v a r ie ty  of h is  th e m e s  and h is  t e c h n ic a l  a c c o m p lis h m e n t  
in d ea lin g  w ith th em . H o w ev er ,  the s e le c t io n  w il l  s u ff ic e  to m ak e  
the point w ith w hich  w e a r e  c o n cer n e d  h e r e ,  n a m e ly ,  that Gower  
has g iv e n  a tru ly  r e m a r k a b le  sc o p e  to the su p p o sed ly  l im ite d  
o c to s y l la b ic  v e r s e  fo r m . T im e  a fter  t im e  he h as o v e r c o m e  the
l im ita t io n s  that a r e  c u s to m a r i ly  a s s o c ia t e d  w ith  it s  u s e - - a n d  th is
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without ev er  m u ch  v io la t in g  the r u le s  of m e te r  and a c c e n t .  Human  
sp e e c h ,  w hich is  e x c e e d in g ly  d iff icu lt  to rep ro d u ce  in o c to s y l la b ic
l i n e s ,  b e c o m e s ,  in G o w er 's  hands, quite as  n atura l and u naffected  
as w e  could  w ish .  The e x p r e s s io n  of a c o n s id e r a b le  v a r ie ty  of  
m o o d s  and p a s s io n s ,  w hich  w e w ould  su p p o se  the fo u r - fo o t  l in e  
too sh ort  to m a n a g e ,  c o m e s  through often  enough without the  
l e a s t  s e n s e  of b e in g  fo rce d .  And the v e r s e  m e a s u r e ,  w hich  len d s  
i t s e l f  to a quick and m on otonou s p a c e ,  is  c o n tr o l le d  by the poet  
to such  an extent that the t im in g  of the l in e s  con tin u a lly  f lu c tu a te s ,  
u su a l ly  in a c c o r d a n c e  w ith the m ea n in g s  w h ich  they  c a r r y .  When 
the v e r s e  d oes  s e e m  m on otonou s ,  w hich  it d o es  freq u en tly  enough, 
it is  m o r e  often  b e c a u s e  the su b jec t  is  dull than b e c a u s e  the v e r s e  
is  b ad ly  c o m p o s e d .  The l in e s  that w e w ould  w is h  to m e m o r iz e  a r e  
few  and far b e tw een , but that fact  m a y  be taken as  e v id e n c e  that 
G ower has, fu lf i l le d  h is  a im s;  it  w as  n e v er  h is  in tention  to m ak e  the  
r e a d e r  c o n s c io u s  of h is  sk ill;  on the c o n tra ry ,  he w ish e d  to be as  
un obtru sive  with it a s  p o s s ib le .  In th is ,  as  in e v e r y  other s e n s e ,  
he r e m a in s  tru e  to h is  s t o r ie s .  T h ere  a r e  no f r i l l s ,  no o r n a m e n ts ,  
no s tr ik in g  co n fu sio n s  in the syn tax  to m ak e  us p a u se .  Yet as w e  
rea d  on w e  a re  c o n s c io u s  that the poet is  sa y in g  every th in g  he  
w is h e s  to sa y ,  and say in g  it w ith  the kind of r e s tr a in e d  beauty  
that w e a s s o c ia t e ,  not with e la b o ra tio n s  and ex tra v a g a n c e ,  but with  
s im p l ic i ty ,  c la r i ty ,  h a r m o n y - -a  m uted  m u s ic  p erh a p s ,  but c o n ­
c e iv e d  and p e r fo r m e d  with a sk i l l  w hich  w a r r a n ts  m o r e  a d m ir a ­
t ion  than it has g e n e r a l ly  r e c e iv e d .
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■^It is  w orth  noting, h o w e v er ,  that in th is  ta le ,  as  e l s e ­
w h e r e  in the C o n fe ss io  A m a n tis ,  G ow er s c r u p u lo u s ly  r e s i s t s  the  
tem p ta tion  to t i t i la te  h is  r e a d e r s  w ith d e sc r ip t io n s  of s c e n e s  of 
v io le n c e .  The deaths o f  King C reo n 's  daughter and M ed ea 's  owm 
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CONCLUSION
The p r e s e n t  w r ite r  is  under no i l lu s io n  that the cu rren t  
e s t im a te  of Gower is  l ik e ly  to b e  changed . H o w ev er ,  it  is  to be  
hoped that th e s e  p a g es  have argu ed  w ith s o m e  s u c c e s s  that th e ir  
su b jec t  is  w orth y  of m o r e  c r i t ic a l  study than he has h ith er to  r e ­
c e iv e d .  The b a s ic  p r e m is e  on w hich  the p r e c e d in g  ch a p ters  have  
b een  b u ilt  is  that G o w e r ’s l i t e r a r y  rep utation  has su ffe red ,  not so  
m u ch  b e c a u s e  h is  w ork  is  s t y l i s t i c a l ly  p o o r ,  but b e c a u s e  the content  
of h is  one long  E n g lish  p oem , w hich  w as o n ce  m o s t  in te r e s t in g  to 
h is  cou n trym en , has b een  o u td is tan ced  by changing v a lu e s ,  ch a n g ­
ing fa s h io n s .  T h is  p r o c e s s  of d eva lu ation  has b e e n  a ided  by a 
ten d en cy  on the part of m o s t  of the p o e t 's  c r i t i c s  to e s t im a te  the  
im p o rta n ce  of the C o n fe s 3 io A m a n tis  in a s e r i e s  of often in a cc u r a te  
g e n e r a l iz a t io n s  or to t r e a t  v a r io u s  e le m e n ts  in the p oem  as  i s o la te d  
p hen om en a  d iv o r c e d  from  the con tex t  of h is  w ork . M a tters  have  
not b een  h elp ed  by t h e  tag  of " m o ra lis t"  w hich  has clung to h is  
rep u ta tion  and w hich  has d is c o u r a g e d  students  of fo u r te e n th -c e n tu r y  
l i t e r a tu r e  from  d is c o v e r in g  for  t h e m s e lv e s  that Gower has w r it ten  
m u ch  m o r e  than a d id actic  w ork . In so m e  r e s p e c t s  the p oet's  
s itu a tion  i s  an a logou s to that of S p en ser  in a la te r  age .  The m o s t  
fa m ou s  w o rk  of both m en  w as m ea n t  to " su g a r -c o a t"  a s e r io u s
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m o r a l  purp ose ;  in each  c a s e  the fo r m id a b le  length  and som  ewhat 
l o o s e  s tr u c tu r e  s u g g e s t  the s in c e  v a n ish ed  c ircu m stan ces  of l e i s u r e  
under w hich  it  w as  m ea n t  to be  read; the su b jec t  m a tter  of both has  
b e c o m e  dated and con ta in s  l i t t l e  of the e le m e n t  of dram a; the authors  
w e r e  am ong  the f in e s t  p o e ts  w hich  th e ir  r e s p e c t iv e  a g e s  produced;  
and yet the a c h ie v e m e n t  of each  has s in c e  b een  o v e r s h a d o w e d  by  
that of a co n te m p o r a r y  w h o se  w ork  w as not only g r e a te r  but of an 
e n t ir e ly  d if fere n t  o r d e r .  T h ere  the ana logy  ends; S p en ser  w a s  m o r e  
an innovator of v e r s e  fo r m s  than G ow er, but, p erh ap s  m o r e  im p ortan t ,  
he l iv e d  in an age  c l o s e r  to ou rs  in t im e  and in i t s  sy m p a th ie s ,  and 
in c o n se q u e n c e  h is  l i t e r a r y  rep utation  has endured m o r e  s u c c e s s ­
fu lly .
It r e m a in s  to s u m m a r iz e  the r e a s o n s  that m ak e  the C o n fe s s io  
A m an tis  w orth y  of a m o r e  c a r e fu l  read in g  than even  s p e c ia l i s t s  
in M iddle E n g lish  l i t e r a tu r e  u su a lly  a llo w  it:
F r o m  a p u re ly  p ra g m a tic  standpoint, G o w er 's  m ajor  E n g lish  
p oem  is  an in co m p a ra b le  r e p o s i to r y  for a w h o le  c lu s te r  of co n cep ts  
and id e a ls  that w e r e  c u r r e n t  during the fou rteen th  cen tu ry  and w ith  
w hich  the student of the p er io d  should  be fa m il ia r .  No other s in g le  
w ork  in M iddle  E n g lish  conta in s  su ch  a w ea lth  of in fo rm a tio n  on what 
an educated  and in te l l ig e n t  E n g lish m a n  of that t im e  b e l ie v e d  c o n c e r n ­
ing su ch  su b jec ts  as th eo lo g y ,  p o l i t ic a l  th eo ry ,  n atura l s c i e n c e s ,
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co u r t ly  lo v e ,  and p e r so n a l  e th ic s .  W ith .reg a rd  to so m e  of th e s e  
s u b je c t s - -a n d  in th is  r e s p e c t  o n ly - - t h e  m o d ern  r e a d e r  has s o m e ­
thing in co m m o n  with the au d ien ce  for whom G ow er w as w r it in g  the  
C o n fe ss io  A m a n tis :  he is  not l ik e ly  to have  m u ch  s p e c ia l iz e d  know ­
le d g e  of a l l  the to p ic s  w h ich  the p oet t r e a ts ;  and w hen he v ie w s  
t h e s e  m a t te r s  through the p o e t 's  e y e s  he is  brought into d ir e c t  c o n ­
tact  w ith them  ra th er  than m ad e  to s e e  them  with that h ind sigh t  
w hich  is  an in ev ita b le  r e s u l t  of a h i s to r ic a l  t r e a tm e n t .  T h is  s e n s e  
of im m e d ia c y  is  one of the g rea t  ad van tages  of read in g  p r im a r y  
s o u r c e s  on any o u t-d a ted  su b jec t ,  but in the c a s e  of m o s t  of the 
su b jec ts  m en tio n ed  above su ch  read in g  is  often unbearably  dull and, 
in any event,  n e c e s s i t a t e s  the u se  of a num ber of s o u r c e s .  The 
C o n fe ss io  A m an tis  i s  h ard ly  the la s t  w ord  on any of t h e s e  to p ic s ,  
but it  i s  -.virtually unique in that it a fford s  the in te r e s te d  student  
d ir e c t  a c c e s s  to a ll  t h e s e  ty p es  of m a t e r ia l s  in a s in g le  p oem  w hich  
not only  s y n th e s iz e s  them  but p r e s e n ts  th em  in a form  w hich , if 
not a lw a y s  en th ra ll in g ,  is  at l e a s t  rea d a b le .
When one c o n s id e r s  G o w er 's  s e r v i c e  in th is  r e s p e c t  and o n e 's  
own prob ab le  ig n o ra n ce  of at l e a s t  so m e  of the su b jec ts  that he 
t r e a t s - - t h a t  i s ,  the m e d ie v a l  idea  of t h e m - - i t  s e e m s  ra th er  un­
r e a s o n a b le  to ob ject  that h is  th eo lo g y  la c k s  s c h o la s t ic  depth or h is  
s c ie n c e  en cy c lo p ed ic  s c o p e .  The C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  is  an
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in trod u ction  and, a l l  th ings c o n s id e r e d ,  a fa s c in a t in g  one, to the  
w ay in w hich  a m an  of the fou rteen th  cen tu ry  in te r p r e te d  the b e l i e f s  
and t h e o r ie s  w ith w hich  he l iv e d .  G o w er 's  con cep t of m o r a l i ty ,  
with i t s  e m p h a s is  on an a b so lu te  s y s t e m  of e th ic s  the on ly  e x p r e s s io n  
of  w hich  cou ld  c o m e  thro ugh the ind iv idual,  not the s o c ia l  o r g a n is m ,  
i s  ty p ica l  of an ex t in c t  way of th inking. F r e e  w i l l  and g r a c e ,  o p e r a t-
i
ing in the p r iv a te  l i v e s  o f .m e n ,  w e r e  the only m e a n s  through w hich  
m ankind could  be r e d e e m e d .  That they  w e r e  not op eratin g  v e r y  
e f fe c t iv e ly  in G ow er's  w o r ld  is  a fact  r e f le c te d  in the e s s e n t ia l  p e s ­
s im is m  w hich  he sh a red  with a lm o s t  a l l  the th in k ers  of h is  t im e .
T h is  "partnersh ip"  b etw een  f r e e  w il l  and g r a c e ,  a con cep t  w hich  su b ­
seq u en t h is to r y  h as  u nderm ined , can be s tud ied , of c o u r s e ,  in the  
w rit in g  of the s c h o la s t i c s ,  who had m u ch  to sa y  about it .  H ow ever ,  
in G o w er 's  w ork , p a r t ic u la r ly  the C o n fe s s io  A m a n t i s , it is  not so  
m u ch  e x p l ic i t  as  im p l ic i t ,  not so m u ch  a s y s te m  as a w ay of s e e in g  
r e a l i ty .  H is  attitude tow ard  the e s ta t e s  of m a n - -w h ic h  in th e ir  
feu dal m a n ife s ta t io n  w e r e  a lr e a d y  o u td a te d - - i s  an ex a m p le  of th is .  
Although in the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  h is  m a in  p o l i t ic a l  co n cer n  is  with  
k in gsh ip , it  is  c le a r  that w hether a m an be a king or a c l e r k  or a 
knight, G ow er b e l i e v e s  that the h ea lth  of s o c ie ty  depends on the  
w ay each  conducts  h im s e l f  in h is  p a r t icu la r  sp h e re  of in f lu e n c e - -  
not on the independent v ita l i ty  and authority  of te m p o r a l  la w s  and 
in s t itu t io n s .
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Oar p o e t 's  v ie w  of the n atura l w o r ld  is  equ a lly  d is t in c t  from  
our own and none the l e s s  fa sc in a t in g  for b eing  out of date .  F o r  him  
m an i s ,  not s u r p r is in g ly ,  the ce n te r  of God's w or ld .  What is  m o r e
t
in te r e s t in g ,  p erh a p s ,  i s  the e x tr a o r d in a r y  e m p h a s is  w hich  he g iv e s  
the s c h o la s t ic  con cep t of the ben ign  in f lu en ce  of n a tu re .  That w hich  
i s  n atu ra l s t e m s  from  God; erg o ,  that w hich  is  n atura l is  good. T his  
is  the ju s t i f ic a t io n  if not the m o tiv a t io n  of the  r e m a r k a b le  d e g r e e  of 
to le r a n c e  to be found in th is  m o r a l i s t  who is  u su a lly  r e p r e se n te d  
as in f le x ib ly  s te r n .  He in tro d u ces  us not only  to the su p erb ly  o r d e r ­
ed w orld  of the m e d ie v a l  s c ie n t i s t  but to its  s ig n if ic a n c e  as  w e l l .
He u s e s  it to ju s t i fy  h is  h a tred  of w ar s in c e  w ar c a u s e s  su ffe r in g  
and death; and on the other hand he u s e s  it to defend h is  to le r a n c e  
of that s e n su a l  p a s s io n  w hich b r in g s  forth  l i f e .
On the su b jec t  of co u r t ly  lo v e  the poet went h is  own w ay. He 
w as fa m il ia r  w ith the con ven tion s  of the g a m e but he g e n e r a l ly  c h o se  
to ig n o re  them  when they  c a m e  into co n f lic t  w ith  h i s  r e l ig io u s  
s c r u p le s  or h is  good s e n s e .  F u r th e r m o r e ,  h is  attitude tow ard  
lo v e  w as as in se p a r a b le  from  h is  id ea  of n a tu re  a s  h is  attitude  
tow ard  p o l i t ic a l  in st itu t ion s  w as in se p a r a b le  from  h is  id ea  of f r e e
w il l .  It w as not s im p ly  that, as  part of n a tu re ,  lo v e  w as  good; it
/
w as a ls o  n a tu r e 's  w ay of ch a sten in g  m an and b ring in g  h im  under
the ru le  o f  r e a s o n .  H ence h is  in sp ir e d  c h o ic e  of an aged lo v e r  
to be the p ro ta g o n is t  of h is E n g lish  p oem .
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A ll  of th e s e  a s p e c t s  of m e d ie v a l  thought a r e  in d ica t iv e  of the  
fo r m id a b le  le a r n in g  and in te l l ig e n c e  w h ich  G o w e r .p o s s e s s e d ,  and, 
as  p r e v io u s ly  noted , they  afford the m o d ern  r e a d e r  an e x c e l le n t  
in trod u ction  to the w o r ld  in w hich  the old poet l iv e d .  But h is  m a n y -  
s id ed  E n g lish  p oem  has m u ch  p le a s u r e  a s  w e l l  as  lo r e  to o f fe r .  The 
ta le s  that G ow er p r o v id e s  in such  abundance v a r y  c o n s id e r a b ly  in  
quality . O nly  a few  contain  the am ount of d ra m a t ic  c h a r a c t e r iz a ­
t io n  and p s y c h o lo g ic a l  in s ig h t  which a m o d ern  r e a d e r  ex p e c ts  of a 
s to r y ,  but they  a r e  a lm o s t  a ll  w e l l  o r g a n iz ed  and to ld  w ith a c la r ity  
and s im p l ic i ty  that have  th e ir  own appeal; fu r th e r m o r e ,  th e r e  a r e  
in n u m era b le  o c c a s io n s  on w hich  the r e a d er  is  con fronted  w ith a 
s c e n e  w hich , b e c a u s e  of s o m e  e le m e n t  of authentic  pathos or n a iv e
s im p l ic i ty  or p ic tu r e s q u e n e s s ,  he is  not l ik e ly t o  find in the l i t e r a tu r e
i
of la te r  a g e s .  B e s id e s  the n a r r a t iv e s  t h e m s e lv e s ,  th e r e  is  the
continuing s to ry  of the L o v er  w hich  unfolds w ith  a d e g r e e  of n a tu ra l -
I
n e s s  and hum anity  that m a k e s  of that trou b led  and un heroic  h ero  a
1
c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  unique in m e d ie v a l  l i t e r a tu r e .
A ll  of t h e s e  e l e m e n t s - - t h e  s t o r i e s ,  the d i s c u s s io n s  of v a r io u s
s c ie n t i f i c ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  and th e o lo g ic a l  s u b je c ts ,  and the continuing
(
d is c o u r s e  b e tw een  the L o v er  and the C o n fe sso r  - - a r e  h eld  to g e th er
i i
by a s tr u c tu r e  that i s ,  as  I have tr ie d  to in d ica te ,  a far m o r e  i m ­
p r e s s i v e  a c h ie v e m e n t  than it has b een  g iven  c r e d i t  for b e in g . The
289
p ow erfu l n ote  on w hich  the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis  e n d s - - t h e  death  of 
l o v e - - i s  not, it  is  tru e ,  p rep a red  for in a d ra m a tic  s e n s e  by the  
lon g  books w hich  p r e c e d e  it. But to co m p la in  of th is  is  to dem and  
of G o w er 's  p oem  a p u rp o se  w h ich  w as not our p o e t 's  p u rp o se .  G rant­
ing that he had m any a im s ,  the s tr u c tu r e  of the C o n fe s s io  A m an tis  
fu l f i l l s  th em  v e r y  w e l l  indeed; it  is  not too m u ch  to sa y  that, c o n ­
s id e r e d  from  th is  d ec id e d ly  m e d ie v a l  point of v ie w , the a r c h ite c to n ic  
co n cep t  of the w ork  tak es  on a ra th er  Gothic gran deur.
A s for G o w er 's  p o e t ic  tech n iq u e ,  the r e a d e r  m u st  f in a lly  
judge  for h im s e l f .  H ow ever ,  he would do w e l l  to keep  in m in d  what 
G ow er intended  h is  p oetic  s ty le  to be: h is  w as  not an orn am en ted  
and in tr ic a te  v e r s e ;  he d e l ib e r a te ly  c h o s e  as h is  id ea l  a s im p l ic i ty ,  
a c la r i ty  of e x p r e s s io n ,  that su b ord in a te s  the p a r ts ,  the individual 
l in e s  and c o u p le ts ,  to the e f fe c t  of the w h o le .  Of c o u r s e ,  that v e r yI
s im p l ic i ty  had its  d a n g ers ,  and Gower w as not a lw a y s  ab le  to o v e r ­
c o m e  th em . In sp ite  of h is  te c h n ic a l  s k i l l ,  h is  superb  com m an d  of  
m e te r  and a cce n t ,  th e r e  a r e  m any p a s s a g e s  in the C o n fe s s io  A m antis  
that ju s t i fy  the epitaph "m onotonous. " A ll in a l l ,  h o w e v er ,  the  
r e a l ly  r e m a r k a b le  fac t  is  that th e r e  a r e  not m o r e  of th em . W ith­
in the n a r r o w  l im i t s  of the o c to s y l la b ic  couplet  Gower m an aged  to 
co n v ey  a w ide  v a r ie ty  of th e m e s  and m ood s w ith a language and m u s ic  
that u su a l ly  s e r v e d  h is  su b jec ts  -w iell--and s o m e t im e s  b eau tifu lly .
No s in g le  one of the r e a s o n s  c i te d  above w ould  be a s u f ­
f ic ie n t  r e a s o n  for read in g  the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis ,  an y m o re  than 
one of them  would have b een  enough m otiv a t io n  on G ow er's  part  
for  w r it in g  the p o em . The g rea t  ch arm  of the w ork  c o n s i s t s  of 
the  appeal of the m an y s e p a r a te  e le m e n ts  of w hich  it is  c o m p o se d ,  
and of the unique and, a l l  in a l l ,  the h arm on iou s  w ay in w hich  they  
a r e  co m b in ed . If one i s  to rea d  the C o n fe s s io  A m a n tis  it  should  
b e for t h e s e  r e a s o n s  and on t h e s e  t e r m s .
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